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Reaching beyond realism
Christopher Plummer, a reading actor, found divinity in Shakespeare’s words 

• CHARLES MCNULTY

W
hen Christopher Plummer appeared at the Ah-
manson Theater in A Word or Two, his costar 
was a mountain of books. He was delighted to 
be in such excellent company.

The 2014 solo show had the feeling of a four-
star general touring old battlegrounds before retiring to civilian 
life. But Plummer wasn’t going anywhere.

He had won an Oscar only two years earlier, his first, at age 82, 
for his slyly touching performance as a dad who comes out of 
the closet as a senior citizen in Mike Mills’ film Beginners. Still to 
come was another nomination for his portrayal of J. Paul Getty 
in All the Money in the World. Actors may pull back from the grind 
of the stage but they never stop working if there’s a role they can 
make their own.

Plummer, who died last week at 91, wasn’t bidding his fans 
farewell when he made his return to the Ahmanson, where he 
had reprised his Tony-winning turn in Barrymore in 1998. He 
was saying “thank you” to the writers who had shaped and guid-
ed his talent.

A Word or Two was a paean to great literature and the power of 
the written word. Plummer, a Canadian exemplar of the classical 
stage, was a Shakespearean through and through. If he could be 
snarky about the fame that followed him from playing Captain 
Von Trapp in The Sound of Music, it was chiefly because those 
mountains he had climbed in the tragic repertoire – Hamlet, Mac-
beth, Iago, Lear – meant more to him than his celebrated march 
through the Austrian Alps of Rodgers and Hammerstein’s musical.

It was through dramatic poetry that Plummer discovered his 
voice, which he developed into one of the supplest instruments 
of the modern stage. Playwrights guided him down this path 
but poetry, novels and enduring writing more generally nour-
ished his quest.

Like Richard Burton, he was an intrepid stage animal in public 
and a bookworm in private. He was also bibulous like Burton 
and fondly recalled nights out carousing with Burton and other 
hard-drinking classical actors of the period, such as Jason Ro-
bards and Peter O’Toole, until health, sanity and marital injunc-

tion forced Plummer to clean up his act.
Wafting in the Shakespearean sublime one minute, sozzled 

in a dark pub with theater cronies the next, Plummer received 
an immersive education in both the majesty and the frailty of 
the actor’s life. To do justice to the grand tragic roles requires a 
knowledge of extremes, but longevity in the theater demands 
discipline.

Plummer didn’t let his destructive habits shortchange his ca-
reer. But in Barrymore he played another actor, John Barrymore, 
who waited too long to rein himself in. Summoning back to the 
stage the bleary-eyed thespian who destroyed his gift en route to 
becoming one of the first Hollywood superstars, Plummer paid 
homage and bore witness to a figure he understood only too well.

Drink was Barrymore’s undoing, and in the fictional setup of 
William Luce’s play, the actor is attempting to rescue his career 
with a stage comeback. Plummer captures both the pathetic 
hamminess of the old trouper who can’t remember any of his 
lines and the glory of the artist who is occasionally able to take 
flight on Shakespearean words before crashing back down to an 
empty theater.

When an actor of Plummer’s stature dies, it marks not simply 
the loss of a singular talent but the severing of a connection to 
an august tradition. The status of the classical actor, once regard-
ed as the pinnacle of the field, has diminished as screens have 
expanded their monopoly on drama.

Great acting is judged today through close-ups that younger 
audiences are more inclined to view as clips on their pocket de-
vices. The Method, in all its many manifestations, has won the 
cultural battle. Actors, training for the camera, are worried more 
about inner truth than polished technique. The road to psycho-
logical realism is presumed to cut through personal history.

Stella Adler, one of the great acting teachers of the 20th 
century, knew this was not just misguided but a misreading of 
Stanislavski, the source of the Method’s approach. Imagination 
is what must be mined, not childhood trauma. One should rise 
to meet the great dramatic characters, not bring them down 
to our petty level. Experience for an actor is invaluable, but it 
mustn’t function as a restraint. There are more things in heaven 
and Earth than are dreamt of in our limited biographies.

Plummer arrived at this understanding the old-fashioned 
way, through working in the theater. By the time he made his 
debut at the Stratford Shakespeare Festival in 1956, he had 
already amassed an extensive résumé of stage credits. He hun-
gered for more, realizing that in cycling through the Shakespear-
ean gamut he was refining skills, expanding his range and, most 
important, amplifying his soul.

His devotion to literature in all forms was part of his commit-
ment to his craft. At the end of A Word or Two, he preached from 
the gospel that had redeemed him: “We must implore, beseech, 
entice, cajole, persuade, induce the children to read everything 
of value, of beauty, while they’re young or what’s a heaven for?”

The reading actor isn’t a thing of the past, but the value of a 
refined literary sensibility is less celebrated today than social 
media savvy. Plummer’s death compels us to reflect on the way 
the highest reaches of poetry and prose can endow an actor with 
a touch of immortality.

Shakespeare was Plummer’s tutor, and by the time I saw him 
in Jonathan Miller’s production of King Lear at Lincoln Center, 
he was a master of his craft. On balance, he was probably the 
finest Lear of my theatergoing career. His Lear was a “foolish 
fond old man,” shot through with belated regrets. Capricious, 
volatile, egomaniacal and, yes, stagy, he was in the end culpably 
human. When he howled, the heavens cracked. And when he 
asked Cordelia for her blessing, we wept.

Artifice and naturalism were virtuosically fused in his per-
formance. Magnificent literature – the true secret of his trade – 
showed Plummer the way.   
 
 (Los Angeles Times/TNS)
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CAST MEMBERS Christopher 
Plummer and Julie Andrews are 
interviewed during the 50th 
anniversary of ‘The Sound of 
Music’ in Los Angeles, 2015. 
(Kevork Djansezian/Reuters)

PSYCHOLOGY

A year gone awry
Thoughts on 2020 and the year ahead 

I 
am writing this as the first anniversary of COVID-19 approaches. It is hard to 
believe that it will be a year already.

For better or worse, Covid has rarely been far from my thoughts or my 
deeds. From morning till night, day to day, week to week, whether I walk in 
the street, see my family, work, shop or attend an outdoor minyan, I have 

lived with Covid as my partner – he has influenced everything that I do, and we are 
simply inseparable. At times it feels as though we have been together forever.

Sometimes I think I have him figured out and I barely give him a second thought, 
and at other times it feels as though he always has some new surprise up his sleeve 
or a weighty challenge for me to work 
through.

Anniversaries are for reminiscing, 
and as one usually looks back with 
fondness over the prior year, in spite of 
the many difficulties a first year brings, 
getting acquainted with each another 
intimately, there actually have been 
special moments that have brought a 
smile to my face.

Within this year I was truly blessed 
to experience the birth of a grand-
child, watch another turn a year old, 
another turn two, and a fourth turn 
four.

I got to celebrate those miracles, 
whether I was fortunate to be with 
that child or at the other end of a vid-
eo screen.

With Covid always by my side to 
help give me perspective, there were 
many other wonderful things that 
happened this past year that, despite 
the challenges, truly filled me with gratitude.

I remind myself each morning to say out loud five of them that happened the 
previous day. Starting with the weather and the people in my life helps me on days 
that have been quiet, and even that quiet I have grown to appreciate.

With all of the many losses we have all experienced, it is so easy to lose sight of 
the positive things Covid, and life in general, have brought into clearer focus. While 
it is so much easier to see this past year as one big disaster after another, that won’t 
make us feel any better, especially since kvetching starts to 
get boring after a few days.

I laugh at that video (https://youtu.be/wVs5AyjzwRM) 
circulated early on in the pandemic (which is every bit 
as relevant today) that reminded us that the guidance we 
thought to be wise yesterday is disputed today. If you can 
pretend for a minute that it’s Mars and not our precious earth where this is taking 
place, and get a little distance, you’ll better appreciate the aphorism “Man plans 
and God laughs.”

I prefer to shake my head in wonder, see Covid as my partner – albeit one I’d like 
to divorce – and roll with the punches. It’s so much nicer. There have been many 
punches, but the reality is that there have been some particularly good things, too.

We may have to look hard to find those while continuing to ask ourselves where 
we are going, where we have been, what we have learned, and what can we learn. 
Reflection is a good thing.

AS A clinical psychologist, I’ve spent the year trying to get into the psyche of our 
elected officials; the many people who have opted to think only of themselves 
when failing to mask; the school-aged children who are not in school; my family 
full of hospital workers who have had too much daily contact with Covid; my cli-
ents, who have worked so hard and remotely by video (because being close-up and 
seeing each other’s faces was less stressful than both of us being masked in the same 
room); those with decimated businesses; and isolated people of every age.

It is so hard not to blame our government for ruining things by disobeying the 

very rules it set out, as early as last Passover; and for the lack of an exit plan thought 
out or discussed with all of us before or at the very least during and not only after 
the first, second and now even the third lockdown.

I wonder why the government didn’t bother to put a psychologist on staff to 
help attain an honest appraisal of the populace, because had it, it may have seen 
far greater compliance, along with happier, healthier, better educated and less eco-
nomically and emotionally stressed citizens. Desperate people do desperate things, 
and we are in many ways dealing with a ticking time bomb.

As we approach the one-year anniversary, as someone who works constantly with 
grief and loss, I see how much we are all grieving the loss of normality.

I am filled with gratitude that we now have vaccines available, and many have 
chosen to “lend a shoulder.”

I admit my naivete, because I, too, wanted to believe Covid and I would have had 
an amicable separation by now, but I see that is not the case – yet. Nonetheless, in 
many ways we are in a far better place than we were a year ago – just look at how 

much knowledge we have acquired 
and how much greater our apprecia-
tion is for things we otherwise took for 
granted.

I honestly acknowledge out loud 
that I am somewhat scared about this 
year ahead – both for me and for you.

I am strong. I have survived the 
first year and even managed to thrive. 
While once definitely unprepared, I’m 
now no longer in shock and disbelief. 
I have no desire to celebrate another 
Seder without my family, but I am re-
silient like you.

I, too, am tired of much of life during 
the pandemic, but I certainly am not 
tired of all of it, though, and it’s those 
things in our life during these pandem-
ic time that aren’t so bad that we have 
to hold on to and appreciate deeply, as 
we forge full steam ahead.

This coming year will require re-
newed endurance as we revise both our 

expectations and our timelines, but we must be optimistic and be united, if we are 
to grow together with strength.

Here are a few suggestions to help us get there. As always, I welcome yours.
1. Build your support team. Find people – friends and family – to talk to, see online 

and, when possible, in person (physically distanced and masked, as instructed). Ask 
people for what you want and need and tell them what would be helpful. Send fun-
ny pictures, warm photographs, messages and anything that will strengthen you 

and others.
2. Take the initiative and reach out to others. You never 

know what someone else is thinking and feeling and whose 
situation is worse than yours. There are many who may 
need your support in these isolating times.

3. Refocus. Check out available resources and opportuni-
ties that can help you feel good. Pick a project. It can be simple, but the rule is that 
you have to enjoy it. Look around your home but feel free to volunteer outside as well.

4. Allow yourself time to face your losses and mourn what is not or was not.
While acknowledging that the past is critical, and that your future will be 

different than you had imagined, don’t ever be afraid to revise your dreams. Making 
decisions may not be easy, but they can be life-changing and exciting.

5. Revise your expectations by being in this moment and don’t allow yourself to 
get caught up with what could be or what isn’t. Get out of your sweatpants and 
change your routine and those of your loved ones in a way that increases your 
energy level and promotes good physical and emotional health.

6. Turn off the news and focus on relationships. At the end of the day, this is the 
glue that holds us all together, as we work to exchange one mask for another over 
this Purim holiday.  

The writer is a licensed clinical psychologist in private practice in Ra’anana, and au-
thor of Life’s Journey: Exploring Relationships – Resolving Conflicts. She has 
written about psychology in The Jerusalem Post since 2000. ludman@netvision.net.il  
www.drbatyaludman.com
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GET A little distance by pretending for a minute that it’s Mars and not our precious 
Earth where this is taking place. (Pixabay)


