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Yoshida Kōtarō Contemplates Shakespeare’s Charm 
The sixteenth century’s greatest playwright, William Shakespeare. Actor Yoshida Kōtarō 
discusses the continued attraction of Shakespeare’s works on thespians and authors. 

Yoshida Kōtarō made a name for himself as a theater actor. After traversing from stage to 
screen while in his fifties, he is now in great demand in both movies and television dramas. 

“In my room, on the toilet, relaxing in the bath; I am always reading. Back in high school, 
I loved Shōji Kaoru’s four-volume series that included Watch Out, Little Red Riding Hood. 
After that, I should not have been influenced by Dan Kazuo’s House on Fire (ha!). Recently, 
I just read essays. I’m particularly enamored by Takeda Yuriko’s Fuji Diary. She writes of 
the time when she and her husband, Taijun, went to their cabin near Mount Fuji, and of how 
their dog died while they were there. It moves me every time I read it. What a genius.” 

For book lover Yoshida, the attraction of one author in particular has lasted forty-five 
years: William Shakespeare. Shakespeare was born in 1564, in the formative years of the 
British Empire under Queen Elizabeth I. Married at eighteen, he disappeared from view at 
age twenty. Those missing years remain a mystery, but he appeared again as a poet in London 
at age twenty-nine. From that point on, he distinguished himself as a playwright, and over the 
next twenty-odd years he produced twenty-seven works. His major plays, including Macbeth, 
Romeo and Juliet, and Twelfth Night, continue to be performed to this day on stages around 
the world. 

“In Shakespeare’s era, his two key rivals were Christopher Marlowe and Ben Johnson. 
All three handled similar themes, and the storylines of their plays are quite similar. For 
example, Marlow’s The Jew of Malta and Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice both 
discuss the abuses of usury. But Shakespeare’s creation is clearly different. Marlowe and 
Johnson write along a single thread, but Shakespeare is able to weave together two 
multilayered threads. He seamlessly blends themes like loyalty, treachery, and redemption. It 
is the work of a literary master. When you compare the dramas of these three authors, you 
understand right away why Shakespeare’s works have endured for generation after 
generation.” 

Among Yoshida’s stage performances, “Eighty percentage have been Shakespeare. Out of 
his thirty-seven works, there are only three I haven’t yet done.” Yoshida first encountered 
Shakespeare forty-five years ago, reaching all the way back to when he was just sixteen years 
old.  
 
The Multilayered Poetry of these Plays Shakes the Heart of a Famous Actor 
Yoshida Kōtarō discovered Shakespeare during the summer of his second year in high 
school. It all started when he received tickets to see Twelfth Night, performed by the troupe 
Gekidan Kumo (formerly, Engeki Shūdan’en). 

“The story follows twins separated in a shipwreck who eventually end up in the same 
country; strife ensues. It is considered Shakespeare’s greatest comedy, but when I sat down to 
learn the text of the play, it didn’t seem that interesting. But reading and watching are 
different things. When I watched performances by Hashizume Isao and Kishida Kyōko, they 
had me laughing until I cried. From that point on, I became obsessed with Shakespeare. I 
joined the Shakespeare club in college and eventually took the stage myself in a production 
of Twelfth Night.” 

After that, I had the chance to confront Shakespeare’s dramas many times through the 
performances of Ninagawa Yukio and my own debut as part of the “AUN” troupe. In 2016, I 



inherited Ninagawa’s mantle, directing the “Sai-no-Kuni Shakespeare Series” for the Sai-no-
Kuni Saitama Arts Theater. I was also involved in many of the productions.” 
 
Savoring the Ups and Downs of Drama through the Beautiful Words of a Poet 
When discussing the most loved of all Shakespeare’s works, Hamlet takes first place. Along 
with Macbeth, Othello, and King Lear, it is considered one of his greatest dramas. 

“You can’t perform Hamlet half-heartedly. A straight recitation of the play’s words to the 
audience alone would take four hours. After pushing through the character’s conflict and 
suffering, the play’s conclusion still has you trudging around the stage (ha!). But when it is 
all done, I can feel the stage being lifted higher.” 

Plays are not novels; they contain nothing more than spoken words and some stage 
direction. Plus, many people find it difficult to approach content written more than four 
centuries ago. Is it even possible to enjoy Shakespeare’s plays as “reading material”? 

“It goes without saying that a script is not meant to be read. Shakespeare is a poet, and a 
many of the elegant words he wrote are clearly poetry. I think that the more interest you have 
in learning how he uses words and how he employs rhyme and meter, the more you will get 
out of your reading. One way to do this is to apply the text to your own life. For example, 
with Hamlet’s ‘To be or not to be, that is the question,’ if you look at it only as some work 
from the sixteenth century, you will probably think, ‘This has nothing to do with me.’ But 
don’t those of us living today have an awareness of death? Projecting yourself onto the 
content will make it easier to read.” 

As for those who are new to Shakespeare, Yoshida recommends Twelfth Night and 
Macbeth. “Mistaken identity between twins shows up often in Shakespeare’s works. It 
happens in A Comedy of Errors as well. It is a common trope that can lead to joy or sadness. 
The more you read Twelfth Night, the more you understand how excellent it is. 

“The story of Macbeth is surprisingly short and clear-cut, full of ups and downs. It draws 
on the full range of human emotions. It opens to a witch giving Macbeth the joyful news that 
“you will be king.” But to become king, the current king—his father—must die. The misery 
begins there, as does the suspense of a vainglorious murder, and the remorse that follows. 
You don’t find that level of emotional undulation in a book. It is exciting to read it with an 
eye toward performance.” 

“Actors long to convey a range of emotions,” says Yoshida. That desire can be fulfilled in 
a worthwhile book. For Yoshida, the works of Shakespeare meet that need. 

“Not that I’m complaining about doing things that are worthwhile (ha!). Each time I go 
on stage, I think, ‘I don’t want to do this anymore.’ When I finish up plays like Hamlet, I am 
weak and emaciated to the point where I worry about stumbling off the platform onto the 
train tracks. But a month or two later, I am ready to do it again. What has made me an actor, 
one who has performed for forty years, is Shakespeare. If he were alive today, I would 
definitely take him out for a night on the town.” 
 


