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Dear Friend,
Henry IV, Parts 1 and 2, taken together, are 
the most wide-ranging of Shakespeare’s 
plays. Part 1 is simply one of the best plays 
ever written. It contains extraordinary 
battles, majestic scenes at court and 
unforgettable sequences in the tavern. 

It shows us a country in the wake of a terrible civil war, 
knitting itself together slowly. It also shows us human beings 
making the transition from youth to adulthood, learning how 
their closest friends can double as their most dangerous 
foes. Part 2, which is much less frequently performed, 
is one of Shakespeare’s most profound plays about life, 
particularly its end. The imagery of the play is dominated 
by sickness and disease, and the theme of the play is the 
dying of an older generation and the crowning of a new 
generation. At this stage of my career, I am honored to be 
working on these two plays with such an incredible cast.

In this special double issue of Asides, two of the most 
decorated Shakespearean scholars in the world—David Scott 
Kastan of Yale University and Stephen Greenblatt of Harvard 
University—write STC-commissioned articles on Part 1 and 
Part 2, respectively. It is also a unique thrill to publish an 
essay by Hilary Mantel—the Booker Prize-winning author of 
Bring Out the Bodies and Wolf Hall—on the unique burden 
of royal status on the body politic, a subject well known to 
Shakespeare. I sit down for an interview with STC Literary 
Associate Drew Lichtenberg, Hannah Hessel Ratner writes 
on Stacy Keach’s distinguished and award-winning career 
and decades-long friendship with costar and STC Affiliated 
Artist, Edward Gero, and STC newcomer Matthew Amendt 
writes on what it means to play Prince Hal. As always, there 
is much more inside from our talented staff of writers.

Please continue to visit Asides Online  
(Asides.ShakespeareTheatre.org) for more information about 
the play and production. I hope to see you in the theatre.

Warm regards,

Michael Kahn
Artistic Director
Shakespeare Theatre Company
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Lunch Break:  
Michael Kahn
STC’s Artistic Director sits for an interview with  
Literary Associate Drew Lichtenberg
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Photo of Production Stage Manager Joseph Smelser, Artistic Director Michael Kahn and Clarice Smith in Henry IV rehearsal  
by Elayna Speight.
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Early February. A month and a half away from 
opening night. Michael Kahn stretches out on his 
sofa in the Barracks Row offices of the Shakespeare 
Theatre Company. It’s a one-hour lunch break 
before four more hours of rehearsal. He has been 
rehearsing nonstop for weeks now, on both parts 
of Henry IV, ten acts and two inductions in all. 
Actors come and go in shifts, fights and songs are 
rehearsed, fittings are happening around the clock. 
It’s a Herculean feat for any director and company, 
but Kahn looks energized and contented.

DL: How have your thoughts on the play 
evolved during rehearsal?

MK: I don’t want to jinx anything, but we 
had a stumblethrough of Part 1 the other 
day, and it was one of the best first runs 
of a play that I’ve ever seen. We just have a 
tremendous ensemble, of gifted newcomers 
such as Matthew Amendt, who is playing 

Prince Hal, and of course old friends such as Stacy Keach and Edward Gero. And longtime 
collaborators such as Kate Skinner, Ted van Griethuysen, Craig Wallace, the list really goes 
on. Rick Sordelet is doing the fights. Michael Roth, who’s worked at the Stratford festival 
and with Christopher Plummer all over the country, is composing music. A beautiful 
Welsh song in Part 1 and some wonderful songs for Justice Shallow and Silence and 
Falstaff in Part 2. It’s all tremendously exciting, knock on wood.

DL: Did you approach Stacy about playing Falstaff, or did he approach you?

MK: I approached him with the idea, actually. It was ultimately a mutual decision. I 
always carry on conversations with a large group of people about ideas for shows, and it’s 
been over 40 years since Stacy first played Falstaff. He was just 27 years old when he played 
the role in the Park. And when he thought about it, he said yes. The fact that he would 
take time out from his very busy film schedule—uproot himself from California for six 
months to work on these plays – I began to get tremendously excited.

DL: What are you working on now in rehearsal?

MK: We’ve begun to work through Part 2, and that’s been fascinating. We’re deep into 
staging, and it’s a play that’s not as well known as it should be. We’re making discoveries 
every day. The whole process has been very energizing and engaging. It is great to be back 
in the room with Shakespeare after what feels like a long time away.

DL: At this stage in your career, what drew you back to these plays?

MK: I had a great success when I did them both in one night, back in the 1994-95 season. 
And it is easy to see why Part 1 gets produced so frequently. It has swordfights, tavern 
scenes, beautiful songs, great speeches. It’s like Shakespeare’s greatest hits.

DL: What about Part 2?

MK: I remember that we cut quite a lot out of Part 2 in order to make it fit into one night. 
Not that I’ve looked back, but a great deal of the rebellion, of those parts of the play that 
are not the famous scenes that everyone knows, you know, of Hal and Falstaff at the end. 
I wanted to go back and really investigate that play, to do them both as one big play over 
two nights, to look at them side by side. Plot-wise, a lot of the early scenes in Part 2 are 
devoted to recapping the events from the previous play. A lot of what happens at the end 
is predicted by Hal in his speech in Part 1. “I know you all,” he says in Part 1, and then “I 
know thee not” in Part 2.
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But what makes Part 2 such an amazing 
play is the manner in which it investigates 
very personal, heartbreaking emotions. 
Part 2 opens with an Induction from 
Rumor, “dressed in tongues,” and a lot of 
the play has the feel of people sitting at 
home during and after 9/11, waiting to 
hear from friends, getting one disparate 
piece of news after another. I think it is 
extraordinary how Shakespeare, in the 
midst of these sweeping, epic plays, focuses 
not on poetry or grandeur, but on the raw 
human emotions. How agonizing must it 
be for Northumberland to hear about the 
success and life of his son, and then to hear 
of Hotspur’s death, confirming his worst of 
fears. And also tremendous guilt, survivor’s 
guilt. I’m also interested in the images of 
sickness, of disease, that run through Part 
2. They are everywhere in that play.

DL: How so?

MK: When we first see Falstaff, he appears 
with a walking stick. He is so charming 
that it’s easy to overlook his troubles: he’s 
worried about disease, he has just sent his 
urine to the doctor, he is suffering from 
the gout, his credit is ruined, even though 
he’s the most famous man in London 
after the Battle of Shrewsbury. No one will 
accept his bond as security, and he begs for 
a thousand pounds—throughout the play—
from nearly everyone he meets. “A good wit 
will make use of anything,” he says. “I will 
turn diseases to commodity.” Everywhere 
you look in this play you encounter these 
themes of mortality, of sickness, of time, 
that ultimate four-letter word. Falstaff is 
haunted throughout the play by the Lord 
Chief Justice, this very smart man who has 
his number. It seems to signify something 

larger about life itself. Part 2 is about  
old people dying, and a new order taking 
its place.

And then of course there’s Hal, who is very 
different in Part 2, very sad and serious. He 
allows himself to almost get seduced back 
into the drunken, Eastcheap lifestyle in the 
play before becoming the King he’s meant 
to be. He eventually takes on this huge 
responsibility of being King, he begins to 
care for his subjects in a legal sense, and it 
involves a tremendous personal sacrifice. 
He has always thought from his own point 
of view, but by the end of Part 2 we see him 
learning to empathize with his subjects, 
putting himself in their place. He becomes 
an adult, at a great personal cost.

DL: How do you picture these two plays 
working together side by side?

MK: I’m not sure, because I haven’t yet 
staged everything and it’s such a massive 
project. I know that I want to somehow 
end up with Falstaff alone onstage. The 
play really comes down to the relationship 
between Hal and Falstaff for me. Hal wants 
him to be better, to get better, and he 
also at the same time wants everyone to 
know that he is not the same as he once 
was. That final scene in Part 2 is one of the 
most magnificent and difficult scenes in 
Shakespeare, in my opinion. The entire 
stage is filled with people, and they’re 
all watching, just like everyone in the 
audience, waiting to see what Hal is  
going to do. How will I end up staging 
it? [Smiles] I think people will just have to 
come and see.

Drew Lichtenberg is the Literary Associate and 
Resident Dramaturg at STC. He holds an MFA in 
Dramaturgy & Dramatic Criticism from Yale School 
of Drama.

Photo of Matthew Amendt ( Prince Hal), Edward Gero (King Henry IV) and Artistic Director Michael Kahn in rehearsal by 
Elayna Speight.

Photo of Matthew Amendt (Prince Hal) and Artistic Director Michael Kahn in rehearsal by Elayna Speight.
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Playing at History
by David Scott Kastan

In 1784, in a study of Shakespeare, 
an English critic wrote that “the 
First Part of Henry IV is, of all of our 
author’s plays, the most excellent.” 
Modern critics have been less 
willing to grant the play absolute 
pride of place (there is, after all, 
Hamlet or King Lear to consider), 
but W. H. Auden, for example, 
recognized its remarkable quality: 
“It is difficult to imagine that a 
historical play as good as Henry IV 
will ever again be written.”

It does seem to me that Henry IV, 
Part 1 is the best history play ever 
written. But it is worth noting that 
it wasn’t written as Part 1 of a two-
part play. It was first published in 
1598 merely as The History of Henrie 
the Fovrth, though this was graced 
with an elaborate subtitle: With 
the battell at Shrewsburie betweene the 
King and Lord Henry Percy, surnamed 
Henry Hotspur of the North. With 
the humorous conceits of Sir Iohn 
Falstaff. Most likely this play was 

to be directly followed in Shakespeare’s prolonged dramatic investigation of England’s 
medieval history by Henry V, but the popularity of Henry IV, and particularly of Falstaff, 
demanded the sequel. But even after Part 2 did appear, the first play has always been the 
more popular (in large part because the audacious dramaturgy of Part 2, which is less a 
continuation of the historical events than a revision of Part 1 transposed into a minor 
key, has so often been misunderstood).

But Henry IV, Part 1 was an immediate success both on stage and in the bookshops. Indeed 
it was the best-selling of all of Shakespeare’s plays, with nine editions published by 
1639, whereas Henry IV, Part 2 was never reprinted after its initial publication in 1600. On 
stage, it was no less successful, played regularly and filling the theatre throughout the 
seventeenth century. “Let but Falstaff come, / Hal, Poins, the rest, you scarce shall have a 
room, / All is so pestered (i.e., crowded),” as a contemporary poet wrote.

What ultimately accounts for the play’s enduring appeal for theater companies and 
audiences, as for critics and general readers, is the unrivaled capaciousness of its 
historical vision. The play sets before us an intricately woven tapestry of recorded history 
and invented comedy, of high and low characters, of public and private motives, of 
politics and carnival, of poetry and prose. The complex focus enables us to see not only 
the richly variegated play world but also history itself as a brilliantly polychromatic 
pageant that is more inclusive (and also therefore more unstable) than the histories 
written by Shakespeare’s contemporaries, which were almost exclusively about what 
Renaissance historians called “matters of state.”

The play is a serious political investigation of how power is legitimated and also an acute 
psychological drama about the complex relationship of a father and a son. It is a play 
about both the powerful ambitions of the nobility of medieval England and the fragile 
dreams of its commoners. It moves from the court to the tavern to the battlefield, the 
triangulated locations in which the education of Prince Hal takes place. And it gives us 
that remarkable personality, 
Sir John Falstaff (“the most 
substantial comic character  
that was ever invented,” as 
the great nineteenth-century 
essayist William Hazlitt 
punned), whose irrepressible 
energies always threaten 
to overwhelm the complex 
design of the play. 

But the brilliance of 
Shakespeare’s structure is 
that, however appealing 
Falstaff is, he is never quite 
allowed to dominate it. Indeed 
the seeming threat he poses 
to both the commonwealth 
and the play’s design is 
itself part of Shakespeare’s 
brilliant artistry. He is the 
very antithesis of civic 
responsibility. He knows that 
too often the claims made 
in its name are mere cant, 
masking self-interest as public 
good. The rationalizations, 
the hypocrisies and the 
stupidities of the public 
world are relentlessly exposed 
by Falstaff’s ever alert and 
irreverent wit. Portrait of Henry IV, King of England from the National Portrait Gallery, London

“Title page of the First Quarto of Henry IV, Part 1 (1598)



And yet his critique of 
the political world comes 
at a price. If his anarchic 
laughter exposes the joyless 
purposefulness of the political 
world, his irresponsibility is 
a danger not merely to those 
who seek after power but to 
the innocents who too often 
suffer through the dishonesty 
and cowardice of their leaders. 
By his own admission, Falstaff 
has “misused the King’s press 
damnably,” taking bribes to 
allow those with the means 
to pay to escape impressment 
and mustering only the “poor 
and bare.” When Prince Hal 
says that he “did never see 
such pitiful rascals,” Falstaff 
replies that “they’ll fill a pit 
as well as better.” And so they 
do. “I have led my ragamuffins 
where they are peppered. 
There’s not three of my 
hundred and fifty left alive, 
and they are for the town’s 
end to beg during their life.”

In the tavern, Falstaff is irresponsible and funny; on the battlefield his irresponsibility 
costs innocent and powerless men their lives. Neither sentimentalizing Falstaff nor 
moralizing about him will quite do. He is unreliable and self-indulgent, but his behavior 
marks a commitment to life (at least to his own) over a set of thin abstractions that too 
often deny it. “Give me life, which if I can save, so,” he says; and that is the essence of his 
philosophy. He wants to live, to enjoy, to indulge. He wanders over the battlefield with 
a bottle of sack instead of a pistol. If his are not the most noble of aspirations, they are 
unmistakably and understandably human. Always he is a survivor, suspicious of all values 
that might put that survival at risk and holding them up to the glaring light of common 
sense, allowing us at least to see them for what they are. 

Shakespeare never lets us either fully embrace him or easily reject him. We may not 
hold him in esteem, but always we enjoy him. In part this is because his lies are never 
intended to deceive. His outlandish exaggerations when he is baited by Hal and Poins 
into relating the events at Gad’s Hill are not lies anyone is expected to believe but are the 
evidence of his improvisatory genius that has long delighted his friends (and generations 
of theatergoers). The “two rogues in buckram suits” who he says attacked him turn 
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quickly to four, then seven, then nine, and finally eleven. No one has ever more literally 
recounted an event. But if this is a lie, it is, as Hal says, one so “palpable” that it cannot 
possibly be intended to mislead anyone about the truth. And his jokes are usually at 
his own expense. His wit is the exercise of a remarkable verbal inventiveness and social 
intelligence. He may be a liar, a coward, a glutton and a thief, but he is neither hypocrite 
nor a fool.  

Still, it is important not to let Falstaff escape the exacting design of the play. It never 
becomes his play. The serious and the comic interact, each commenting on the other: 
the political plot ultimately reveals the dangerous irresponsibility that Falstaff displays 
but that neither Hal nor most audiences want to admit; the comic plot witheringly 
exposes the compromises and self-deceptions of the political actors, devaluing their 
rationalizations.  But always the play preserves 
its delicate balances.

David Scott Kastan is the George M. Bodman 

Professor of English at Yale University. He has 

written widely on Shakespeare and other early 

modern writers, and he serves as a general 

editor of the Arden Shakespeare and series 

editor of the Barnes and Noble Shakespeare.

Falstaff by Eduard von Grützner (1906).

Photo of the cast of STC’s 2004 production of Henry IV, Part 1 by Richard Termine.

Excerpted from the  

full article published in the 

e-book Guide to the Season 

Plays available for purchase 

for the Kindle or Nook. Visit 

ShakespeareTheatre.org/Guide.
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Branches of History 
The Seeds of the War of the Roses 

by Laura Henry Buda

KEY
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King Edward III

son of Henry Percy,  
Earl of  

Northumberland

The roots of England’s epic conflict grow during the rule of 
King Edward III. When his eldest son dies suddenly, the grief-
stricken Edward III dies soon after. Even though Edward III still 
has surviving sons, his grandson, Richard, inherits the throne. 
At ten years old, some noblemen claim Richard is not ready 

to rule; many support one of his adult uncles—John of Gaunt, 
Duke of Lancaster, or Edmund of Langley, Duke of York. 

Richard II is crowned, with his uncles assisting as regents.

Returning from exile, Henry 
deposes the unpopular King 

Richard II and seizes the 
throne.

King of England

Married

When Richard II 
had no chiildren, 

he declares Roger 
Mortimer to be the 
presumptive heir 
to the throne as a 

descendant of  
Edward III’s  
second son.

Designated heir to the throne 
after his father’s death. 

Shakespeare conflates this 
Edmund Mortimer and his uncle 
marries Katherine, daughter of 

Owen Glendower.

Marries Richard, Earl of 
Cambridge, merging Lionel’s 
line and the Mortimer family 

with the House of York.

daughter of
Owen Glendower

After death of husband 
and father-in-law, 
marries Richard III.

Murdered as 
children in the 
Tower by their 

uncle, Richard III.

Marries Henry VII, descendant of John 
of Gaunt’s second wife, uniting the 
houses. Henry VII begins the Tudor 

dynasty, leading to his granddaughter 
Queen Elizabeth.

Edward  
The Black Prince

King Richard II

Lionel  
Duke of Clarence

Humphrey,  
Duke of 

Gloucester

George  
Duke of Clarence

Richard  
Duke of York

Henry Richmond  
Henry VII

Princess Elizabeth

King 
Richard III

Thomas,  
Duke of 

Clarence

Richard 
Earl of Cambridge

Richard  
3rd Duke of 

York

Cecily  
Duchess of 

York

John of Gaunt  
Duke of Lancaster

King Henry IV  
Henry Bolingbroke

King Henry V  
Prince Hal

King Edward IV

Prince Edward V

King Henry VI

Prince Edward

Queen Margaret

Lady Anne

Prince John 
of Lancaster

Edmund of Langley 
Duke of York

Philippa Edmund Mortimer 
3rd Earl of March

Edmund Mortimer 
5th Earl of March

Roger Mortimer 
4th Earl of March

Edmund Mortimer

Ann Mortimer

Ann Mortimer

Kate 
Lady Percy

Hotspur 
Henry Percy

Katherine

Character in Henry 
IV Part 1 or 2

House of Lancaster House of YorkCharacter Character

Laura Henry Buda is STC’s Community Engagement Manager and served as Artistic Fellow 
in the 2011-2012 Season. She holds an MFA in Dramaturgy from the A.R.T./M.X.A.T. Institute 
at Harvard University.



The Two Sides  
of Hal
Actor Matthew Amendt, starring as  
Prince Hal at STC, reflects on his  
unusual relationship with the character 
and the role.

1514

I grew up feeling strangely connected to Shakespeare’s 
History Plays, and the seeds of that relationship were 
planted when I was young: I woke up one winter morning, 
at the age of seven, and half my face was dead. Like the 
classic symptoms of a stroke, one of my eyes wouldn’t close, 
I was numb, and my mouth wouldn’t follow instructions. It 
was as if some nasty little goblin had, while I was sleeping, 

scrawled a line of demarcation directly down the center of 
my head and slobbered anesthetic cream all over my left side.

Of course, my wonderful parents panicked. For several weeks, 
we made trips to the Children’s Hospital in Pittsburgh, where 
I underwent a series of tests that terrified me. I quickly came 
to dread removing the scotch tape keeping my left eye shut, 
crawling up onto the tables, and spending another few hours 
inside a medical torpedo tube while magnets banged around in 
pursuit of whatever had killed half of me.

My Mom, ever the good English teacher, in an effort to still 
the heart of a panicked, weepy little boy, introduced me to 
some plays she thought I might like. They featured a young 
Prince with two sides to his character, almost two faces, one 
could say, who struggles against all odds to live up to the 

expectations of the adults around him, who is simultaneously 
everything, and nothing, to the people he loves. The journey of Shakespeare’s Prince Hal, 
from reprobate drunk to leader of the “band of brothers,” held me in thrall. I have a vivid 
memory of lying on a butcher-papered medical table, a full class of medical students 
observing a painful examination as my case was so “unusual,” and reciting the St. 
Crispin’s Day speech in my head, over and over again, to escape.

After a few months, my symptoms slowly vanished. No cause was ever determined. 
Frustratingly, every other winter until I was 19, they would return. I’d wake up, and 
the dead face would be back. Attempting to negotiate my panic and fear, I would return 
to Prince Hal, always. He became a big brother to me, palpably real, and exactly what I 
needed. Unlike my doctors, he never pitied me, and he always believed I was capable of 
more. He loved the days I felt bad for myself, in fact, so that he could go off-script and 
berate me for not dusting myself off and getting back in the fight. “If I managed to kill 
Hotspur and win the battle of Agincourt, Quasimodo, you can handle a bit of a lisp and 
not getting a date to the dance.”

Oddly, when I began to train as an actor, my darker half never returned. And then, in 
2009, my childhood fantasies came true. I was cast in the role of the grown Prince Hal in 
Henry V, on a national tour produced by The Acting Company and The Guthrie. For more 
than a hundred performances, I was given the great gift of growing up in the footsteps of 
a character that had shaped a great deal of my own personality. It’s hard to believe now 
that I’m getting a crack at his younger self.

So here we are in Washington, Hal and me. What now? What have I learned? To be honest, 
I often feel like I know less today than I did when I was seven, sitting with the plays in my 
lap. I can say that my opinions of my big brother have changed. I’m less forgiving of Hal’s 
cruelties than I was, and now I can see his great, cracking faults, his callous and cunning 
ability to turn off his relationships with those closest to him. I also know how trapped 
he feels, how much he loathes and fears the crown that waits to devour him. At the same 
time, he certainly cares deeply for the people whom he is tasked to care for. He would die 
for them; I think perhaps he hopes to. Ultimately, I think, he feels very lost, very afraid, 
and certain he is going to fail, just as I did when I was young and he kept me safe.

In a sense, working on Hal here at STC, with several of my artistic idols, has mirrored 
the process of entering adulthood with an older sibling. He was once my hero, and now 
he isn’t. You can’t really love a hero, someone who learns to be perfect to the outside 
world. You can admire them, but you can’t ultimately get inside them. To do that, you 
need to start at the beginning of the journey, when they are still two-faced, imperfect and 
vulnerable. Now, I find myself falling in love with Hal all over again. And I might even 
slap him around this time.

Matthew Amendt was raised in Western Pennsylvania, trained as an actor at The Guthrie in 
Minneapolis, and has appeared in 13 productions there, as well as stints at theatres across 
the county and in New York. He now resides in Brooklyn.
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Costume rendering by Ann 
Hould-Ward.

Photo of Matthew Amendt (Prince Hal) and Stacy Keach (Falstaff) in rehearsal by Elayna Speight.
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Play in Process

John Keabler (Hotspur) and the cast of Henry IV, Part 1 and Part 2

Fight Director Rick Sordelet, Rhett Henckel (Douglas) and Joel David Santner 
(Blount).

Stacy Keach (Falstaff).

Edward Gero (King Henry IV)..

Steve Pickering (Pistol), Brad Bellamy (Bardolph),  
Maggie Kettering (Doll Tearsheet) and Stacy Keach (Falstaff).

Hotspur

Lady Percy

Mistress 
Quickly



20 21

Photo of Stacy Keach as Macbeth in STC’s 1995 production of Macbeth by Carol Pratt.
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acting company, Gero 
showed up to rehearsal 
wearing his usual 
ensemble of sweatshirt, 
baseball cap and sneakers 
to find Keach, wearing a 
nearly identical outfit. 
It was not just their 
matching outfits that 
excited Gero. As he 
explains, he had been 
given the opportunity to 
meet one of his acting 
inspirations. 

“Oh my god, I can’t 
believe it,” Gero recalled 
thinking, “I went up 
to him and said, ‘I just 
wanted to tell you, you’re 
largely responsible 
for my being in this 
classical world.’ He was 
very gracious, and I 
was a fan.” Gero was 
telling the truth. His 
career was inspired by 
watching Stacy Keach’s 
1973 Hamlet in Central 
Park, alongside James 
Earl Jones and Colleen 
Dewhurst, when he was still a high school student. The production inspired him to begin 
studying theatre and devote his career to classical works. 

Keach’s participation at the Will Awards served to announce that he would play Richard III 
in Michael Kahn’s upcoming production. During rehearsals for the production the actors’ 
friendship developed. Keach remembers early in the rehearsal process for Richard III, he 
left the rehearsal studio to discover his wife Malgosia and Gero’s wife Marijke walking 
down the street. Both women were headed to greet their husbands with their toddlers in 
tow. Having sons of the same age turned out to be one of a number of similarities the two 
men would discover. Among the list, they shared a favorite Shakespeare scholar, Marvin 
Rosenberg, who had taught Keach at Berkeley in the early 1960s. Over the years, as Gero 
and Keach were cast together in Macbeth and later King Lear, the two actors would revisit 
Rosenberg’s books. During their work together on Robert Falls’ King Lear, performed 

The Strange and 
Unlikely Friendship of 
King Henry and  
Sir John Falstaff
Longtime friends Stacy Keach and Edward gero reunite,  

reminisce and recount 24 years of Friendship and Shakespeare  
by Hannah Hessel Ratner

King Henry IV and Falstaff stand at opposite ends of Prince Hal, providing him with 
discipline and distraction, love and obligation. They rarely share the stage, living instead 
in their distinctive worlds. Yet in the Shakespeare Theatre Company’s current production 
of Henry IV, Parts 1 and 2, the two actors leave the stage and enter what could easily be 
described as a backstage buddy comedy. During a joint interview one Friday in February, 
longtime friends Stacy Keach and Edward Gero laughed and relaxed. Their conversation 
appropriately felt cinematic, as Michael Roth’s original production music resonated from 
the rehearsal room next door. 

Keach and Gero met backstage at STC in 1990. The company’s Will Award was being given 
to Christopher Plummer. As a longstanding Washington-area actor and member of the 

From left: Michael Kahn, Stacy Keach, Marijke Gero, Edward Gero and Malgosia Keach at the Opening Night reception of 
Richard II (1993).
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Photo of Edward Gero as Henry Bolingbroke and Richard Thomas as King Richard II in STC’s 1993 production of Richard II 
by T. Charles Erickson.

three years after Rosenberg’s death, they agreed they were giving a performance of which 
“Marvin would be proud.” 

Coming together now, in their first production together since King Lear five seasons 
ago, it is clear that this production of Henry IV plays an important role in their personal 
production histories. This is Edward Gero’s third time performing this play on the STC 
stage.  He played Hotspur in Kahn’s 1994 production of the two plays edited together; 
he also appeared as Worchester and the Chief Justice in Bill Alexander’s repertory 
production, a decade ago. For Gero, one of the joys of this production is watching Kahn 
rediscover these plays. He recalls the earlier production being “youthful and energetic” 
while this one seems deeper, more intimate. Gero also enjoys returning to the role of 
Henry Bolingbroke, after playing him as a younger man in Kahn’s production of Richard II, 
where his usurpation of Richard II led to his crowning as Henry IV. Early in the rehearsals, 
while exploring the blocking of the play’s first scene, Kahn placed Gero, sitting, in the 
throne, exactly where he had him when he staged the ending of Richard II two decades 
ago.  The continuity hit Gero. “When the play starts, he hasn’t gotten off the throne for 
twenty years. It put me right in the play, I knew exactly who I was.”

Stacy Keach is likewise returning to a character he has already played. He played Falstaff 
at the age of 27 in the 1968 Shakespeare in the Park production. The two plays were done 
in repertory, similar to STC’s current production, in which the two plays are performed 

on consecutive nights. Except, 
as Keach points out, for one 
performance. On that night 
the two plays were performed 
back to back, starting in the 
evening and lasting until 
dawn. Keach reminisced that 
as they approached the end 
of Part 2, Hal had his climatic 
confrontation with Falstaff 
as the sun rose. It was an 
“amazing experience,” Keach 
says, “[I’ve] never forgotten 
it.” Now, at the age of 72, he’s 
revisiting what he and many 
others call “one of the great 
Shakespeare characters.” 
When asked if either actor 
would be willing to perform 
all night now, they both 
laughed with mischievous 
sparkles in their eyes. 

When spending time with 
Keach and Gero, that sparkle 
is frequently apparent. Their 
shared history goes beyond the 
stage. They have spent holidays 

together, talked for many hours on the putting green and traveled for miles to see each 
other perform. When asked which performances of each other’s they most admired they 
responded almost in unison, laughing: “Nixon!” Keach played the role in Frost/Nixon by 
Peter Morgan and Gero in Russell Lees’ Nixon’s Nixon. They joked about creating their own 
Nixon two-man show but suddenly became serious as they expressed their hope to keep 
working together: “We’re talking about doing a production of Waiting for Godot, which  
we would like to do,” Keach remarked, followed by Gero’s agreement, “Very much, very, 
very much.”

On the stage, Falstaff and King Henry will keep their distance, but know this: during 
their time off, the two will be teeing up. According to Gero, golf “is a great way to get 
away and talk about life, work and be humbled by the little white pebble.” 

“And,” added Keach “the older we get, the better chances we have at shooting our age.”

Photo of Stacy Keach as King Lear and Edward Gero as the Earl of Gloucester 
in STC’s 2009 production of King Lear by Carol Rosegg.

Hannah Hessel Ratner, STC’s Audience Enrichment Manager, is in her third season at STC 

and holds an MFA in Dramaturgy from Columbia University. 
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In Henry IV, Part 2, the burdens of the crown hinted at in Henry IV, Part 1 begin to bear 
down with ever intensifying weight. The King, who dreams of escaping to the Holy Land 
to fight in a crusade, is plagued with sleeplessness. As he seems to know, his deposition 
and execution of a sitting king in Richard II form a primal crime that must be answered 
for. Elsewhere, the claustrophobic pressures of history, of Machiavellian politics and 
the endless watchfulness that comes with them, descend as a kind of inheritance. Hal’s 
plot also enacts the dream of an escape: the dream of another father, a father who will 
nurture rather than discipline him, who stands for pleasure rather than ambition, who 
is, in a certain sense, a mother (notably absent here, as in many of Shakespeare’s plays). It 
is a dream, in other words, of Falstaff. Falstaff embodies those qualities lacking elsewhere 
in the world of these plays: generosity, idleness, playfulness, appetite, wit. His spirit seems 
to replenish the community of men. “I am not only witty in myself,” he remarks at one 
moment, “but the cause of that wit is in other men” (act 1, scene 2).

There are problems, however, with this dreamed-of escape. Falstaff also embodies danger, 
betrayal, and disease. He has the maternal power to smother life as well as to nurture 
it. “I do here walk before thee like a sow that hath overwhelmed all her litter but one,” 
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Falstaff says in act 1, scene 2. Elsewhere in the play, Falstaff closes his ecstatic rhapsody 
to the virtues of “sherry sack” —one of Shakespeare’s greatest odes to drunkenness—with 
a striking image: “If I had a thousand sons, the first human principle I would teach them 
should be to forswear thin potations, and to addict themselves to sack” (act 4, scene 2). 
Falstaff may be a genius, Shakespeare seems to be saying, but a debauched genius, a 
fathomlessly cynical, almost irresistible confidence man; a diseased, cowardly, seductive, 
lovable monster; a parent who cannot be trusted. Perhaps this is why Falstaff and Hal’s 
intimacy curdles so easily into antipathy. In act 2, scene 4, Falstaff gives his view of the 
prince: “A good shallow young fellow.”

The drunkenness in Falstaff is inextricably linked to gaiety, 
improvisational wit, noble recklessness—a celebration of 
the commonwealth in all of its human variety. But it is 
unnervingly disclosed at the same time to be part of a 
strategy of cunning, calculation, and ruthless exploitation of 
others. Invariably, it is a failed strategy: the grand schemes, 
the imagined riches, the fantasies about the limitless 
future—all come to nothing, withering away in an adult 
son’s contempt for the symbolic parent who has failed him. 
“God save thee, my sweet boy!” exclaims Falstaff at the end 
of the play, when he sees Hal in triumph in London. “I 
know thee not, old man,” Hal replies, in one of the most 
devastating speeches Shakespeare ever wrote.

Fall to thy prayers.
How ill white hairs become a fool and jester!
I have long dreamt of such a kind of man,
So surfeit-swelled, so old, and so profane;
But being awake, I do despise my dream.  
(act 5, scene 5)

These are words written deep within the history play, 
words spoken by the newly crowned king of England 
to the exceptionally amusing, exceptionally dangerous 
friend whose company he must now abjure. Yet all 
along the relationship between Hal and Falstaff has 
conjoined an unusually intimate and personal energy 
with an unusually intimate and personal betrayal.

Indeed, betrayal is the great principle of Henry IV, Part 2. 
Henry IV, Part 1 had offered a tantalizing illusion that the 
common had distinct realms, each with its own system of 
values, its soaring visions of plenitude and its bad dreams. 
Now there is only a single system, one based on predation 
and betrayal. Hotspur’s intoxicating dreams of honor are dead, 
replaced by the cold rebellion of cunning but impotent schemers. 
The warm, roistering noise overheard in the tavern—noise that 
seemed to signal a subversive alternative to rebellion in the earlier 
play—turns out here to be the sound of a whore and bully beating a 
customer to death. And Falstaff, whose earlier larcenies were gilded by 

Painting of Falstaff mit Zinnkanne und Weinglas by Eduard von Grützner (c. turn of the 19/20th century)

The Dream of Escape 
by Stephen Greenblatt

Costume rendering by Ann Hould-Ward.



fantasies of innate grace now conjures a frightening image of illness in commerce: “I will 
turn diseases to commodity” (act 1, scene 2). All of the ideal visions and dreams of Part 1 
are betrayed in Part 2.

Only Prince Hal seems, in comparison to the earlier play, less meanly calculating. It is not 
Hal who announces his intention to betray, but Warwick, who reassures the king in act 
4, scene 4 that the prince’s interests in the good lads of Eastcheap are entirely what they 
should be:

The Prince but studies his companions 
Like a strange tongue, wherein, to gain the language,’ 
Tis needful that the most immodest word  
Be looked upon and learnt, which once attained,
Your Highness knows, comes to no further use
But to be known and hated. So, like gross terms,
The Prince will in the perfectness of time
Cast off his followers...    
(act 4, scene 4)

The darkness of Warwick’s words – “to be known and hated”—immediately pushes the 
goal of Hal’s linguistic researches beyond proficiency. When, in Henry IV, Part 1, Hal boasts 
of his mastery of tavern slang, we are allowed to imagine that we are witnessing a social 
bond, the human fellowship of the extremest top and bottom of society in a homely 
ritual act of drinking together. This ritual forms what the anthropologist Victor Turner 
calls communitas – a union based on the momentary breaking of the hierarchical order 
that normally governs a community. In Part 2, as Warwick’s words reveal, that apparent 
community is in fact an illusion, one that will be betrayed as the state coalesces into a 
hierarchical chain of command.

“The right people of the play,” Norman 
Holland observes, in the Signet Classic 
edition of Henry IV, Part 2, “merge into a 
larger order; the wrong people resist or 
misuse that larger order.” True enough, 
but the “larger order” of the Lancastrian 
state seems, in this play, to batten on the 
breaking of oaths. Its founding is based 
upon acts of calculation, intimidation, and 
deceit. Over the course of the two parts of 
Henry IV and in Henry V, Shakespeare takes 
us from a late medieval world of distinct 
realms and thriving communities and toward something much more contemporary, a 
constricted and claustrophobic world that closely resembles the Elizabethan security state 
of Shakespeare and his audience.

Stephen Greenblatt is the John Cogan University Professor of the Humanities at Harvard 
University, the editor of The Norton Shakespeare, and the prize-winning author of many 
books, including The Swerve, Will in the World: How Shakespeare Became Shakespeare, 
Hamlet in Purgatory and Renaissance Self-Fashioning.

Excerpted from the  

full article published in the 

e-book Guide to the Season 

Plays available for purchase 

for the Kindle or Nook. Visit 

ShakespeareTheatre.org/Guide.
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Page and Stage 
Sunday, April 6, 5–6 p.m.
The Forum in Sidney Harman Hall
Explore the production with the 
artistic team and local scholars. 

BookendS
Henry IV, Part 1: Wednesday, April 9
Henry IV, Part 2: Wednesday, April 16
5:30 p.m. and post-show
The Forum in Sidney Harman Hall
Immerse yourself in the world of 
the play with pre- and post-show 
discussions. 

aSIdeSLIVe SyMPoSIuM 
Sunday, April 27, 10 a.m.—1 p.m.
Tickets: $20 regular, $15 ticket 
holders/subscribers, $7 student 
tickets
Deepen your relationship with the 
productions.  
Join director Michael Kahn, Matthew 
Amendt (Prince Hal) and special 
guest scholars and experts to talk 
about the production, its themes 
and history.

twItteR nIgHt
Saturday, May 3, 1 p.m.–post-show
Sidney Harman Hall
Use hashtag #STCnight to join the 
conversation from the theatrelobby 
or from home. Performance tickets 
available for purchase.

FREE

FREE

FREE

FREE

FREE

PoSt-PeRFoRManCe  
CaSt dISCuSSIon 
Henry IV, Part 1: Wednesday, May 7, 
post-show
Henry IV, Part 2: Wednesday, May 21, 
post-show
Sidney Harman Hall
Extend your theatre experience with  
a post-show discussion with the  
acting company. 

CLaSSICS In Context 
Saturday, May 10, 5–6 p.m.
The Forum in Sidney Harman Hall
Discuss the production from 
multiple perspectives. 

For more information, visit 
ShakespeareTheatre.org/Education.

Join the FREE exchange of ideas! STC’s Creative Conversations give our audiences 
the chance to connect deeply with the work on stage. Whether you are interested 
in historical background, creative points of view or voicing your own experiences, 
we have a discussion for you.

CReatIVe ConVeRSatIonS
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5.

Coventry

Yorkshire

1.

2.

3.

4.

6.

7.

Gloucester
London

Gad’s 
Hill

Shrewsbury

MORTIMER

PERCYS

Westmoreland

Northumberland

Coventry

London

Shrewsbury

GLENDOWER

Just outside of 
modern day Wales, 
this is the site of 
battle against the 
rebels in Act V of 
Part 1.

Base camp for 
King Henry before 
the battle of 
Shrewsbury

Henry’s court

This map illustrates the division of the country proposed by Mortimer, Hotspur 
and Glendower, rebels against the throne of King Henry IV as well as other 
political strongholds.

Henry IV Parts 1 and 2 dramatize the death of medieval England and the birth of 
what would come to be known as the United Kingdom. As Stephen Greenblatt 
says elsewhere in this issue, Shakespeare’s Henry IV Part 1 holds “a tantalizing 
illusion that the common had distinct realms, each with its own system of values, 
its soaring visions of plenitude and its bad dreams.” 

Henry IV’s England  &
by Garrett Anderson

Falstaff’s Journey

This map illustrates the pilgrim’s progress taken by the lovable fat knight Sir John 
Falstaff over the course of both plays, which winds through some of the most 
bucolic parts of the commonwealth.

1. London (start): The 

homebase of Falstaff 

throughout the plays, 

specifically The 

Boar’s Head Tavern in 

Eastcheap. Shakespeare 

himself drank there with 

his contemporaries.

2. Gad’s Hill: Falstaff is 

pranked by Prince Hal 

and Poins. This is also 

a famous stop among 

many travelers, especially 

those in Chaucer’s 

Canterbury Tales.

3. Coventry: Misusing 

the King’s commission, 

Falstaff raises a ragtag 

troop of cannon fodder 

in Coventry.

4. Shrewsbury: Falstaff 

takes credit for killing 

Hotspur in the Battle of 

Shrewsbury.

5. Gloucester: After 

returning to London a 

hero, he is sent to the 

sun-drenched garden 

of Shallow and Silence 

to recruit more inept 

soldiers.

6. Yorkshire: In the 

forest of Gaultree in 

Yorkshire, Falstaff is 

able to “capture” the 

cowardly Coleville of 

the Dale, whom he 

sends to be executed 

after the rebels have 

already surrendered.

7. London (end): Falstaff 

returns to the garden 

of Shallow and Silence 

to find out that Hal 

has become king. 

However, his return to 

London for Henry V’s 

coronation is not one 

to be celebrated. 
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Royal Bodies 
by Hilary Mantel

 H e n r y  I V ,  P a r t s  1  a n d  2 2 0 1 3 | 2 0 1 4  S E A S O N  •  I s s u e  4

Hilary Mantel spoke about royal bodies in the London Review of Books’ Winter 
Lectures Series at the British Museum on February 4, 2013. The Shakespeare 
Theatre Company is reprinting the article here, in edited form, with her 
generous permission. A much longer version of this article was published in the 
London Review of Books, Vol. 35, No. 4 (Feb. 21, 2013).

A royal body exists within a certain landscape—the throne room, the parade ground, or 
the balcony below which adoring subjects cheer, or filthy rebels curse. It is defined by a 
certain choice of accessories—scepters, crowns—and these, along with the brocades and 
velvets of royal attire, are more significant and more dangerous than ordinary clothes. 
Marie Antoinette, for instance, was eaten alive by her frocks. She was transfixed by 
appearances, stigmatized by her fashion choices. Politics were made personal in her. Her 
greed for self-gratification, her half-educated dabbling in public affairs, were adduced as 
a reason the French were bankrupt and miserable. It was ridiculous, of course. She was 
one individual with limited power and influence, who focused the rays of misogyny. She 
was a woman who couldn’t win. If she wore fine fabrics she was said to be extravagant. 
If she wore simple fabrics, she was accused of plotting to ruin the Lyon silk trade. But in 
truth she was all body and no soul: no soul, no sense, no sensitivity. She was so wedded 
to her appearance that when the royal family, in disguise, made its desperate escape 
from Paris, dashing for the border, she not only had several trunk loads of new clothes 
sent on in advance, but took her hairdresser along on the trip. Despite the weight of her 
mountainous hairdos, she didn’t feel her head wobbling on her shoulders. When she 
returned from that trip, to the prison Paris would become for her, it was said that her 
hair had turned grey overnight.

I used to think that the interesting issue was whether we should have a monarchy or not. 
But now I think that question is rather like, should we have pandas or not? Our current 
royal family doesn’t have the difficulties in breeding that pandas do, but pandas and 
royal persons alike are expensive to conserve and ill-adapted to any modern environment. 
But aren’t they interesting? Aren’t they nice to look at? Some people find them 
endearing; some pity them for their precarious situation; everybody stares at them, and 
however airy the enclosure they inhabit, it’s still a cage.

A few years ago I saw the Prince of Wales at a public award ceremony. I had never seen 
him before, and at once I thought: what a beautiful suit! What sublime tailoring! It’s for 
Shakespeare to penetrate the heart of a prince, and for me to study his cuff buttons. I 
found it hard to see the man inside the clothes; and like Thomas Cromwell in my novels, 
I couldn’t help winding the fabric back onto the bolt and pricing him by the yard. At 
this ceremony, which was formal and carefully orchestrated, the prince gave an award 
to a young author who came up onstage in shirtsleeves to receive his check. He no doubt 
wished to show that he was a free spirit, despite taking money from the establishment. 
For a moment I was ashamed of my trade. I thought, this is what the royals have to 
contend with today: not real, principled opposition, but self-congratulatory chippiness.

And then as we drifted away from the stage I saw something else. I glanced sideways into 
a room off the main hall, and saw that it was full of stacking chairs. It was a depressing, 

institutional, impersonal sight. I 
thought, Charles must see this all 
the time. Glance sideways, into 
the wings, and you see the tacky 
preparations for the triumphant 
public event. You see your 
beautiful suit deconstructed, the 
tailor’s chalk lines, the unsecured 
seams. You see that your life 
is a charade, that the scenery 
is cardboard, that the paint is 
peeling, the red carpet fraying, 
and if you linger you will notice 
the oily devotion fade from the 
faces of your subjects, and you will 
see their retreating backs as they 
turn up their collars and button 
their coats and walk away into 
real life.

Then a little later I went to 
Buckingham Palace for a book 
trade event, a large evening party. 
I had expected to see people 
pushing themselves into the 
queen’s path, but the opposite was 
true. The queen walked through 
the reception areas at an even 
pace, hoping to meet someone, 
and you would see a set of guests, 

as if swept by the tide, parting before her or welling ahead of her into the next room. They 
acted as if they feared excruciating embarrassment should they be caught and obliged 
to converse. The self-possessed became gauche and the eloquent were struck dumb. The 
guests studied the walls, the floor, they looked everywhere except at Her Majesty. They 
studied exhibits in glass cases and the paintings on the walls, which were of course 
worth looking at, but they studied them with great intentness, as if their eyes had been 
glued. Vermeer was just then “having a moment,” as they say, and the guests congregated 
around a small example, huddled with their backs to the room. I pushed through to see 
the painting along with the others but I can’t remember now which Vermeer it was. It’s 
safe to say there would have been a luminous face, round or oval, there would have been 
a woman gazing entranced at some household object, or perhaps reading a letter with a 
half-smile; there may have been a curtain, suggestive of veiled meaning; there would have 
been an enigma. We concentrated on it at the expense of the enigma moving among us, 
smiling with gallant determination.

And then the queen passed close to me and I stared at her. I am ashamed now to say it but 
I passed my eyes over her as a cannibal views his dinner, my gaze sharp enough to pick 
the meat off her bones. I felt that such was the force of my devouring curiosity that the 
party had dematerialized and the walls melted and there were only two of us in the vast 
room, and such was the hard power of my stare that Her Majesty turned and looked back 
at me, as if she had been jabbed in the shoulder; and for a split second her face expressed 
not anger but hurt bewilderment. She looked young: for a moment she had turned back 

Painting of Queen Elizabeth I in her coronation robes (c. 1600).
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from a figurehead into the young woman 
she was, before monarchy froze her and 
made her a thing, a thing which only had 
meaning when it was exposed, a thing 
that existed only to be looked at.

And I felt sorry then. I wanted to 
apologize. I wanted to say: it’s nothing 
personal, it’s monarchy I’m staring at. I 
rejoined, mentally, the rest of the guests. 
Now flunkeys were moving among us 
with trays and on them were canapés, 
and these snacks were the queen’s 
revenge. They were pieces of gristly 
meat on skewers. Let’s not put too fine 
a point on it: they were kabobs. It took 
some time to chew through one of them, 
and then the guests were left with the 
little sticks in their hands. They tried to 
give them back to the flunkeys, but the 
flunkeys smiled and sadly shook their 
heads, and moved away, so the guests 
had to carry on the evening holding 
them out, like children with sparklers on 
Guy Fawkes night.

At this point the evening became all too 
much for me. It was violently interesting. I went behind a sofa and sat on the floor and 
enjoyed the rest of the party that way, seeking privacy as my sympathies shifted. And 
as the guests ebbed away and the rooms emptied, I joined them, and on the threshold I 
looked back, and what I saw, placed precisely at the base of every pillar, was a forest of 
little sticks: gnawed and abandoned. So if the queen’s glance had swept the room, that 
is what she would have seen: what we had left in our wake. It was the stacking chairs all 
over again; the scaffolding of reality too nakedly displayed, the daylight let in on magic.

We can be sure the queen was not traumatized by my staring, as when next we met she 
gave me a medal. As I prepared to go to the palace, people would say: “Will it be the 
actual queen, the queen herself?” Did they think contact with the anointed hand would 
change you? Was that what the guests at the palace feared: to be changed by powerful 
royal magic, without knowing how? The faculty of awe remains intact, for all that 
the royal story in recent years has taken a sordid turn. There were scandals enough in 
centuries past, from the sneaky little adulteries of Katherine Howard to the junketings of 
the Prince Regent to the modern-day mischief of Mrs. Simpson. But a new world began, I 
think, in 1980, with the discovery that Diana, the future Princess of Wales, had legs.

Diana was more royal than the family she joined. That had nothing to do with family 
trees. Something in her personality, her receptivity, her passivity, fitted her to be the 
carrier of myth. Diana walked bare-handed among the multitude, and unarmed: 
unfortified by irony, uninformed by history. Her tragedy was located in the gap between 
her human capacities and the demands of the superhuman role she was required  
to fulfill.

For a time it was hoped, and it was feared, that Diana had changed the nation. Her 
funeral was a pagan outpouring, a lawless fiesta of grief. But in the end, nothing 
changed. We were soon back to the prosaic: shirtsleeves, stacking chairs, little sticks. And 
yet none of us who lived through it will forget that dislocating time, when the skin came 
off the surface of the world, and our inner vision cleared, and we saw the archetypes 
clear and plain, and we saw the collective psyche at work, and the gods pulling our 
strings. To quote a poem by Stevie Smith:

An antique story comes to me 
And fills me with anxiety, 
I wonder why I fear so much 
What surely has no modern touch?

In looking at royalty we are always looking at what is archaic, what is mysterious by its 
nature, and my feeling is that it will only ever half-reveal itself. Royal persons are both 
gods and beasts. They are persons but they are supra-personal, carriers of a blood line: at 
the most basic, they are breeding stock, collections of organs.

Is monarchy a suitable institution for a grown-up nation? I don’t know. I have described 
how my own sympathies were activated and my simple ideas altered. It may be that 
the whole phenomenon of monarchy is irrational, but that doesn’t mean that when 
we look at it we should behave like spectators at Bedlam. Cheerful curiosity can easily 
become cruelty. It can easily become fatal. We don’t cut off the heads of royal ladies these 
days, but we do sacrifice them, and we did memorably drive one to destruction a scant 
generation ago. History makes fools of us, makes puppets of us, often enough. But it 
doesn’t have to repeat itself.

Hilary Mantel was born in Derbyshire, England. She studied Law at the London School 
of Economics and Sheffield University. She was employed as a social worker, and lived in 
Botswana for five years, followed by four years in Saudi Arabia, before returning to Britain 
in the mid-1980s. Her books include Wolf Hall (2009), winner of the Man Booker Prize and 
the Walter Scott Prize; and Bring Up The Bodies (2012), winner of the Man Booker Prize, 
and Costa Book of the year 2012. In 2006 she was awarded a CBE.
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Henry IV Production 
History 
by Garrett Anderson and Kevin O’Connell

Photo of Derek Smith as Prince Hal and Ted van 
Griethuysen as King Henry IV in STC’s 1994 production of 
Henry IV by Carol Pratt.

William Shakespeare Harry “Hotspur” Percy

Over the course of more than 400 years, both parts of Henry IV have remained a living 
part of our cultural vocabulary. In times of no theatre and in an era of film and literary 
adaptation, artists have found these plays to be an inexhaustible source of inspiration. 
Whether focusing on the tavern scenes of the jolly fat knight Falstaff, the coming-of-age 
of the young Prince Hal, the court scenes of King Henry, which focus on the responsibilities 
of rulership, or on the richness of medieval England itself, as seen in Hotspur’s Welsh and 
Scot-assisted rebellion, these plays contain seemingly all of Shakespeare’s creation.

Shakespeare’s Lifetime

Henry IV, Parts 1 and 2 were most likely 
performed in between 1596 and 1598. In 
fact, Part 2 may have been the final play 
performed by Shakespeare’s troupe, the 
Lord Chamberlain’s Men, at The Theatre in 
Shoreditch before their eviction. In 1599, 
after a dispute with their landlord, the 
troupe was forced to sneak into  
The Theatre in the dead of night and 
dismantle the stage. Carrying the lumber 
to the South Bank of the Thames, they built 
a new theatre there, which they christened 
The Globe.

Without the success of the Henry IV plays, 
in particular Part 1, the company might 
not have survived. Part 1 was published in 
1598, and it would appear in nine volumes, 
making it the best-selling of Shakespeare’s 
plays, and one of the most reprinted plays 
of the period. It has remained on stages, 
almost without interruption, ever since.

The Restoration and 18th Century

During the Interregnum, when all theatre 
was banned, an adaptation of the Falstaff 
scenes was performed under the title The 
Bouncing Knight. After the Restoration, 
famous actor-manager Thomas Betterton 
took the role of Hotspur in 1682, and played 
Falstaff in 1700. Unlike his contemporaries, 
Betterton left Shakespeare’s work mostly 
intact, barely touching the Falstaff scenes, 
which have frequently been censored by 
puritanical minds.

In 1815, actor-manager William Macready 
took on the role of Hotspur and did not 
relinquish it for 32 years. His volatile, 
dignified portrayal shifted the focus of 
the play to historical events. Charles 
Kemble’s 1824 production at Covent Garden 
continued this trend by maintaining a 
strict authenticity in sets and costumes. In 
the Victorian era, Herbert Beerbohm Tree 
staged Part 1 without any cuts, as part of 
the antiquarian trend.

Cycles

The two parts of Henry IV were not 
performed together Sir Barry Jackson 
united them for Shakespeare’s birthday 
in 1921. In 1935, the opening of the New 
Memorial Theatre in Stratford was the 
occasion for a similar combination, 
with Edward, Prince of Wales, flying in 
to be in attendance. In 1951, Anthony 
Quayle directed the “Henriad”: Richard 
II, both parts of Henry IV and Henry V, 
with all four plays sharing a single set. 
Then-unknown Welsh actor, Richard 
Burton, played Prince Hal. Perhaps more 
famous are the TV adaptations of the 
plays, produced by the BBC. The first 
was An Age of Kings (1960), a miniseries 
spanning Richard II to Richard III with an 
appearance by a young Sean Connery as 
Hotspur. More recently, The Hollow Crown 
series (2012) featured a star studded 
cast, including Tom Hiddleston as Hal, 
Jeremy Irons as King Henry and Simon 
Russell Beale as Falstaff.

Other Notable Productions of 
the Past Century

In 1945 at the Old Vic in London, John 
Burrell directed Laurence Olivier as 
Hotspur, Ralph Richardson as Falstaff, 
Nicholas Hannen as King Henry and 
Michael Ware as Hal in a production that 
gave equal weight to court and tavern 
scenes. In 1968 at the Delacorte Theatre in 
Central Park, Stacy Keach played Falstaff 
as an innocent man who believed his own 
lies, inspiring the New York Times to write, 
“He has not corrupted Prince Hal; Hal has 
corrupted him.” Gus Van Sant’s film My 
Own Private Idaho (1991), starring River 
Phoenix and Keanu Reeves, is a more 
loosely based modern-day adaptation 
setting the characters among homeless 
drifters in Portland, Oregon.

Adaptations of Falstaff

Falstaff, who dominated literary criticism 
in the 18th and 19th centuries, has inspired 
many other artworks focusing on his 
lovable and endlessly complex character. 
According to a commonly held belief, 
Queen Elizabeth I herself commissioned 
Shakespeare to write The Merry Wives 
of Windsor, as part of a request to see 
“Falstaff in love.” Verdi’s Falstaff (1893) 
transforms Merry Wives into the stuff of 
commedia lirica, or comic opera. Orson 
Welles’ film Chimes at Midnight (1966), 
filmed over many years and in many 
countries, isolates the Falstaff scenes from 
all of the plays, resulting in a movie that 
presents him as a tragic protagonist. The 
film also stars John Gielgud as King Henry 
and STC Affiliated Artist Keith Baxter as 
Prince Hal.

Henry IV at STC

For the 1994-95 season, Michael Kahn 
adapted the two plays into a unified work, 
which he directed in a production that 
featured David Sabin as Falstaff, Derek 
Smith as Hal, Ted van Griethuysen as 
King Henry and Edward Gero as Hotspur. 
In 2004, STC performed the two plays 
in repertory under the direction of Bill 
Alexander, featuring Ted van Griethuysen 
as Falstaff, Keith Baxter as King Henry and 
Andrew Long as Hotspur.
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