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manager’s eye, but of particular interest was the frequency with
which the titles of certain “problem” plays appeared: Coriolanus,
Troilus and Cressida (much loved by actors who have been in it),
Measure for Measure, Pericles, and, most fondly mentioned, Henry
1V, Part 2. Not that there is a lack of affection for Henry IV, Part 1—
on the contrary—but to those who have been in both parts it
seems a grand preparation for the major work that is Part 2.

Everyone agreed to its greatness, its richness and diversity of
character and language, its complexity of moods and rhythms,
and its thrilling structure. There was talk of favorite minor char-
acters (Davy is highly regarded), moments of calm and reflection
or of emotional intensity, pieces of stage business. One actor had
seen Laurence Olivier’s Shallow and vividly described the bril-
liant physical business of ““’a would manage you his piece
thus . . .”

Itis a play that actors like to return to again and again, and it
can well represent the stages in a career—Prince John, Hal,
Hepry, Falstaff. It is a great “‘company” play. Other than the three
major characters, I can count fifteen roles that an actor might
shine in. It is a play that tests the depths and strengths of a
company. No single actor can take the reins of this play and
govern each stage of the event. Here the control passes fluidly
f}”om actor to actor, restraining indulgence and urging swiftness,
lightness, and balance. It demands true ensemble playing, yet
bold and vivid interpretations from the principal actors.

. Falstaff, Hal, and Henry exist more independently here than
in I Henry IV. Although the central issues remain—the morality
an.d responsibility of power, the conflicts between public and
private life—we see the three protagonists who are at the center
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Yeveral years ago, during the filming of a science ﬁct.io.n epic in
Mexico City, a group of actors were sitting arounq kllhng time,
(uring one of those periods of waiting that movlle—makln'g.re-
(uires. It was a very international group—Americans, British,
Germans, Swedes, Italians—and when the subject of Shflke-
speare arose, each actor listed his favorite plays. Tbe obvious
ones were well represented, the ones that put a gleam in a theatre
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ul these issues in a broader series of relationships: Falstaff with
(lie Lord Chief Justice, Doll, Prince John, and Shallow; Hal also
with the Lord Chief Justice, with Poins, his brothers, and the
Nobles; Henry with his sons and the Earl of Warwick. How differ-
ent [rom I Henry IV, where, for example, Falstaff and Hal are on
stage together for almost 900 lines; in 2 Henry IV they share no
more than 170. The context of these characters broadens, and
with each new encounter a richer life emerges: detailed, idiosyn-
(ralic, pulsating with the minutia of city, countryside, and court.

The sense of an English landscape permeates even the most
"[oreign” of Shakespeare’s plays: Warwickshire and London lie
like a transparency over the alien worlds of Elsinore, Vienna,
Verona, Athens, and Bohemia. But in 2 Henry IV, Shakespeare
mmoves us across an English countryside whose characteristics
impregnate the play and become a tangible part of the audience’s
experience. “A worm-eaten Hold of rotton Stone,” the bleak
Northern home of the traitor, Northumberland; the “good Air”
of Shallow’s orchard arbor; buying a saddle at Pie Corner; dinner
at the Lubber’s Head in Lumbert Street.

Here is one of the sweetest morsels of dramatic literature,
and yet many theatregoers leave it unpicked. Although the two
parts of Henry IV have been performed in tandem in recent years,
the subtitle Part 2 is a curse; box office figures show that though
audiences enthusiastically support Part 1, only a percentage will
return to see the continuation of the story. And, of course, Part 1
as an entertainment can stand alone, complete and conclusive,
the two final couplets confidently reassuring us that, after
Shrewsbury, all that is needed is a little tidying up of loose ends.
In 1983 when both parts were played in the opening season of the
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R?C’§ new London home at the Barbican, I felt justified at mati-
nées m'loading those lines with as much uncertainty, doubt, and
Insecurity as they could bear, while simultaneously ﬁrml,y in-
structing the audience to be back in their seats at 7:30.

This Production was not my first encounter with these plays

In 1966 I joined the RSC for the season when Peter Hall revived.
the Henry IVs and Henry V, first seen as part of his great Histories
Cycle, which included John Barton’s reworking of the Henry Vis
upder the title “Wars of the Roses.” My contribution was modest

S?r Walter Blunt in Part 1 and Mowbray in Part 2. As Blunt beiné
given seven of the King’s lines in Li. did not compensate ,for my
ha.vmg to lie dead for a full fifteen minutes during the battle and
l?emg on the receiving end of the biggest putdown in dramatic
literature: “this Advertisment is five days old.” (This moment
;IOIH'I'G)S at the end of the great scene between Hal and his father in

i,

Mowbray has more lines than Blunt, but only two scenes, the
second being the wordy, political IV.i-ii, Gaultree Forest. V\,’ith-
out any of the play’s major characters, this scene can be tiresome
for the audience and is often heavily cut, wrongly in my view. It is
ascene of marvelous argument and reason, with sudden bursts of
passion fueled by resentment and ancient mistrust. The character
of Pr.mce‘]ohn is most interesting here. Truly his father’s son, he
acquires real stature, and the contrast with his brother H;;l is
c9011y made. Here is a Prince who seems better fitted to inherit
his father’s kingdom than does his older brother.

Gaultree Forest is a long scene, for audience and actors alike
In 1966 one of our “‘spear carriers,” John Kane (four years latera'
wonderful Puck in Peter Brook’s Midsummer Night’s Dream) in-
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audlepcc respite. The audience often felt this instinctively, so that
entering as the King, I would find half of them on their feet, ready
to head for the bar. Not the best circumstances in which to begin
one’s first scene.
. The Director’s main argument for the positioning of the
interval was that the audience must have a knowledge of Henry
before the first half ended. He argued that the break would give
proper emphasis to Henry’s obsession with the Holy Land, his
need fo.r release from the consuming guilt of Richard’s mur’dcr.

This scene opens with the marvelous “sleep” soliloquy. Af-
ter a few days of rehearsal, Trevor Nunn gave an invaluable note
about how to approach it. Henry, he reasoned, is a sick, ex-
haustgd, anxiety-ridden insomniac; but to act sickness and’ ex-
h.austlon would have a negative effect on the audience’s percep-
tion of the man and the scene. Rather, he said, we should play
Henry the workaholic, the fighter, whose remaining reserves of
energy are being used to capacity. Then the scene becomes active
an.d energised. Instead of being a whine about the cares of King-
sl}lp, then, the opening soliloquy becomes an angry argument
with “Sleep” and the final, famous line not self-pitying indul-
gence but amused irony.

To emphasize Henry’s bleak, fatalistic view, we included the
Quarto lines not found in the Folio:

O if this were seen,
The happiest Youth, viewing his Progress through,
What Peril’s past, what Crosses to ensue,
Would shut the Book and sit him down and die.
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vented a novel way of keeping the up-stage soldiery amused
during those long 350 lines. He fitted a roller-blind device to his
(ubard which, when operated by a string at the front, revealed
(olorful and witty notices pinned to the back of his chain-mail. All
ul this, of course, unseen by the audience and, for a long time,
iinknown to the principal actors. As the season wore on and his
writing inspiration flagged, the notices were replaced by a series
of ludicrous and often obscene objects. (I have also recently
lcarned that this same actor for a while fitted a false arm to his
shicld and was thereby also able to operate a glove puppet to
outrageous effect!)

There was another famous practical joker in the scene, Mi-
chael Jayston, who played Westmoreland. One matinée, after the
(ruce had been made and the drinking bowl of peace was passing
[rom hand to hand, the seriousness of the moment was somewhat
undermined by much spluttering and slopping of “‘wine” as each
actor drank. Only when it reached me did I understand the cause,
(wo frantic goldfish darting about in the bowl.

The placing of the interval is a delicate, contentious matter
in Shakespearean productions. It can profoundly affect the im-
pact and rhythm of the central part of a play as well as give
prominence and emphasis to one character or theme at the ex-
pense of others. At the Barbican in 1983 the Director, Trevor
Nunn, insisted that we close the first half with I11.1., King Henry’s
first scene. I was always very uneasy about this: the preceding
scene, the Boar’s Head with Pistol, Doll Tearsheet, Falstaff, and
[al, was so brilliantly comic and inventive, and moved and ex-
cited the audience so, that its conclusion was a natural time for
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It is true that this passage interrupts what seems to be a natural
ihought progression through to Richard and Northumberland,
It the bonus is in the sense of a feverish mind suddenly taking a
{urning into a bleak and despairing cul-de-sac before returning to
{lie preoccupation with Richard and the justification for the usur-
pation.
Henry has only one other scene, IV.ivand IV.v being contin-
\ous action, and it is, in effect, his death scene. But few death
scenes can contain such intricate shifts and changes—and, for
Ilenry, a rollercoaster of emotions.

Following Nunn’s principle for IILi, the scene opens confi-
dently and optimistically. But after the loaded cross-questioning
of the Princes, Henry is again chewing on the bitter topic of Hal’s
vicious and dissolute life. Although it is the grim future of his
country that seems to fill Henry with such despair, there lies
behind this the shadow of a personal and filial betrayal. He feels
the “Serpent’s Tooth” that Lear would later complain of in his
outcry against the ingratitude of his daughters.

Henry asks for music, a surprising and uncharacteristic re-
quest. It reveals, however, much more than the poet/playwright
at work. It shows us the man of the theatre, the showman/manip-
ulator, the “director,” providing the actor playing Hal with a
backing, a “music-track” for his speech to his supposed dead
father. Without Henry’s instruction it would be a brave—or per-
haps vulgar—director who would put a music cue here. With it, it
becomes a piece of unexpected theatre.

What a painful scene. Family blood-letting as shocking as
anything at Shrewsbury. In my experience, no modern play-
wright, unless it be Edward Albee, can communicate so cruelly,
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so passionately, so lovingly the anguish of domestic pain and
need.

In a moment of intense emotion Shakespcare’s audacity in
using a simple, sometimes banal phrase has always thrilled me.
Lear’s “Pray you, undo this Button”; Ophelia’s ““I hope all will be
well”’; Leontes’ ““O, she’s warm.” In this scene we used the Folio’s
“O, my Son” at IV.v.183. On the days when we played both parts,
the accumulation of feeling released into that line made it neces-
sary for me to apply great restraint.

The master stroke of the scene, however, is Shakespeare’s
decision to end it with a joke. I never dared hope the audience
would laugh at “Which vainly I suppos’d the Holy Land,” but
often there was the unmistakable sense of an audience smiling.

Henry IV, Part 2 is richly sprinkled with these heart-stopping
one-liners. When the play is only minutes old, Morton’s hope-
dashing line “I ran from Shrewsbury” always makes my scalp
crawl. Hard on that comes Northumberland’s “Why, he is dead.”
This is an unsung scene that always excites me, though never
more than in Peter Hall’s version, which began with the frantic
hammering of steel on the timber of Northumberland’s gate.
There was once a memorable night during this scene when
Northumberland, crying “and hence thou sickly Coif,” flung
from his head not only coif, but wig. Not only “crafty sick” but
crafty bald too.

Falstaff’s “I am old, I am old” will cut short the most careless
laughter. And when the Lord Chief Justice, the Princes, and the
Nobles meet after Henry’s death, John of Lancaster’s remark “We
meet like men that had forgot to speak” is an icy assessment of
everyone’s apprehension.
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Nothing in the play, however, touches me more than Shal-
low's remark “now comes in the Sweet o’ th’ Night.” I had always
assumed that this was the same as Falstaff’s “‘sweetest Morsell of
(he Night”” in ILiv. That is until the summer came (o Warwick-
shire during that season of 1966. On nights off or at weeken.ds I
yat in the garden of my cottage, ina small orchard, on tl‘{e edge qf
A cornfield; shortly after sunset, while those .extraordmary twi-
lights deepened, I often became aware of a delicate 'an.d bea}mful
seent in the air. It was a neighbor, a countryman sitting with us
one evening, who at this moment said “Ah, there’s the sweet of
(he night.” Later he explained how the night-scented plants re-
lease their aroma at a certain moment after sunset.

There have been many times in Stratford—on stage, on the
rchearsal floor, in the street, in the ﬁelds—whe.n I have felt a
presence at my shoulder. But never have I fe}t it more vsha\r.ply
than when the sixteenth century breathe(.l again in my Warwxclf-
shire garden, as potently as it breathes in every corner of th1,s
masterpiece, the too often overlooked poor relation of Henry IV,

Part 1.
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Let the Lords of Academe cavil if they must; let purists carp; let
critics moan that it is not among the “‘great” plays, that, in fact, it
is not a play at all, but an outworn allegory; that it has nothing in
it save some fragmented scenes arranged to accompany one or

CHRISTOPHER PLUMMER is one of the established classical actors of
his generation in the theatre today. He has performed almost all the
great roles in the Shakespearean canon, ranging from Hamlet, Macbeth,
Richard III, and Iago, to Benedick, Mercutio, and the two Mark Antonys.
Apart from his starring appearances over the years on the stages of
Broadway and London’s West End, he has been a leading player at Great
Britain’s National Theatre, The Royal Shakespeare Company and, in its
formative years, the Stratford Shakespeare Festival of Canada. Mr. Plum-
mer is a veteran of over forty motion pictures, which have gained him
international renown.

xvil







