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HENRY V, directed by David Rowan, St John’s College Gardens, August 2016 by Andrew Muir 

I first saw Henry V on Saturday night, August 6th and I thoroughly enjoyed it. However, the second time I 

caught it, August 15th, it was, I thought, even better. So much so that this was one of my best nights in 

what was a really remarkably consistent summer of good performances. I also saw it later in the run but 

this review is based mainly on those first two times that I saw it, and is meant as a written 

accompaniment to my audio review posted on August 16th. As is to be expected this is more structured 

than the audio version and also re-instates some points that were omitted in error when I put the audio 

file together and uploaded it. I begin by looking at the stage and audience layout, scenic effect and 

music. The next section focuses mainly on how the small cast coped with the many roles in the play and 

then I discuss the opening and the development of the play’s action. 

*** 

Having written an entire book about Shakespeare at the Festival being on the ‘bare stage’, I am now 

going to write about how good the scenic effects were for Henry V (insert blushing emoticon here). In 

my defence, “bare”, as I make clear in the book, is not always “entirely bare” (insert somewhat less 

blushing emoticon here).  

 

Some clever thinking had gone into the audience layout as it faced the stage area. There was a blue tape 

down the middle of the audience that represented the English Channel (or la Manche depending on 

your point of view) and split the audience into two sides, the English and the French. Each side had a 

banner which was entrusted to a member of the audience sitting at the front.  

The tiring house was set up 

underneath the big, central 

tree with a big flag that 

created the effect of an 

entrance to a tent. What 

was wonderful about the 

way it was arranged was 

that you kept seeing the 

actors who were not on 

stage watching the ongoing 

drama, as they changed their clothes, strummed inaudibly at the music they would later play, or simply 

hung up clothes. It was a marvellous backdrop. I know it sounds as though this would distract you from 

watching the main action, but it did not do so in the slightest. Instead it added depth and feeling in ways 

that seem almost magical. It all worked so seamlessly and appeared effortless although I am pretty sure 

it must have taken a considerable amount of time and work to achieve these effects. However long it 

took, it was time well spent as the Cambridge Shakespeare Festival (CSF) found yet another way to bring 

actors and audiences together to create a unique, communal event. 

Actually this tiring house area was already building a bond between the cast and the onlookers half an 
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hour before the play had even started. The actors were sitting in their costumes and they started to play 
a folk song. You could see some of them and you could hear all of them. On the 15th this received a very 
well deserved round of applause from the audience who had been entranced by their playing. 
 
Music and folk songs featured throughout, in fact. For the sixth of the eight plays that I had then seen, 
music played a large part in the play. I do not think I can remember a year when music was so 
predominant. In this play there was even a saxophone, somewhat anachronistically (not that guitars are 
not also out of time but the stringed instruments seem less obviously so, being lute-like.) Still, 
Shakespeare has Cleopatra playing billiards and a clock in Ancient Rome so one cannot complain about 
this and it was very well played by Scott Westoby. 
 

*** 

Malcolm Davies kicked the whole thing off with a funny introduction and, speaking of Mr. Davies, I have 

to note that I thank God that I had seen a photo of him as the Bishop of Ely on Facebook before I first 

went as I think I would have wet myself otherwise. He looked so, aptly, ridiculous and stood in such 

stark contrast to his manly Cominius in Coriolanus which I last saw two days before being confronted by 

his Bishop of Ely. 

After Malcolm’s introduction it was time for the prologue. A prologue where Shakespeare lays bare the 

core of his art and which plays such a central part in every talk I give on the CSF and staging practices in 

the early modern theatre. Who better then to deliver it then, than Tessa Hatts? 

Now, everybody probably thinks that I am forever saying that ‘Tessa was marvellous’ – and it’s true but 

then that is because she always has been – but I will show that I can actually be judgemental about her 

roles, too, by selecting my favourite of the five characters she portrayed. Yes, five parts – this was a 

production where a small cast had to cover many a role. The prologue was the first role that Tessa 

appeared in, right at the beginning, when she played the Chorus. Interestingly, Tessa played a brilliant 

chorus-come-character in Simon Bell's 2014 Pericles. Obviously, the Chorus then appears at various key 

points throughout the play. Tessa’s facial expressions when she was doing the prologue, plus her bodily 

movements and hand gestures, were simply fantastic. The way she enacted the hourglass with her 

hands and other things like that made this my favourite of her five parts.  With the chorus being so 

important in this play this was a huge boon throughout but the opening particularly moved me as this 

prologue is crucial to Shakespeare’s stage practice in his own time and at the CSF – and, therefore, 

central to my book – as it urges the audience to use their imaginations and be led by the words and 

bodies of the actors on stages free from cumbersome scenic effects: 

 

And let us, ciphers to this great accompt, 

On your imaginary forces work. 

Suppose within the girdle of these walls 

Are now confined two mighty monarchies, 

Whose high upreared and abutting fronts 

The perilous narrow ocean parts asunder: 

Piece out our imperfections with your thoughts; 
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Into a thousand parts divide on man, 

And make imaginary puissance; 

Think when we talk of horses, that you see them 

Printing their proud hoofs i' the receiving earth; 

For 'tis your thoughts that now must deck our kings, 

Carry them here and there; jumping o'er times, 

Turning the accomplishment of many years 

Into an hour-glass: 

 

Having praised Tessa for her multi-role playing, I should continue by underlining how well the rest of 

cast dealt with the demands of doubling, tripling and so on. They were quite brilliant at this, all of them. 

It was extraordinary to witness how different they were in each role. If it were not for the program, 

there would have been times when I would not have realised it was not different people playing the 

roles. For example, Emily Slaughter she seemed like two different people. Kay Dents’s Dauphin 

(incidentally, the audience interaction reached a CSF highpoint when she/he selected a man in the 

audience to be her/his mistress/horse) and Williams was another pairing that really took the eye. Both 

were such contrasting characters and also both were so very different from her wonderful Miranda from 

The Tempest in the first half of this splendid CSF season. Luke Lane, meanwhile, managed to combine 

the doomed Bardolph and Mountjoy and James David Shears somehow found time for both Bedford and 

Constable. 

I guess the most spectacular pair in the doubling stakes, though, and I do not think anyone who saw the 
play will be surprised at me saying this, was by Angus Villiers-Stewart. His move from being the Bishop of 
Canterbury, which was quite funny in and of itself, to being a completely over the top Bourbon was 
priceless. As is often the case with performances, descriptions cannot do justice to the experience of 
witnessing it. Were I to describe him as a macho Frenchman, straining at the leash to kill all Englishman, 
I would be giving you a mere outline. His interplay with the audience was exemplary as he challenged 
and scowled at ‘the English half’ of the audience.  
 
I was lucky enough, on August 15th, to be sitting beside a lady who dearly held onto her French flag 
throughout – on my first visit to this production I sat at the back but noticed a young girl dutifully and 
valiantly waving her French flag at each appropriate moment, she was a star, too - until Henry V, (Joseph 
Tregear) snatched it out of her hand. She did not blink an eye whereas I nearly jumped out of my seat 
or, to be more accurate, jumped up out of my sitting-on-the-grass state, such was the force with which 
he took it in his threatening rage. 
 
Then there were Alexander Gordon Wood’s various parts. Chief among these was playing the King of 

France and you could not help but feel that he relished being at war with the English even when he 

knew it would end in a disappointing result. 

Not everyone was completely committed to ‘doubling’; Joseph Tregear, of whom more later, could not 

do so at all when playing King Henry V and Rob Goll whose Exeter was needed in so many crucial scenes 

that he was restricted to one other cameo (John Bates). What an actor Rob is - can anyone imagine a 

better person to play a staunchly loyal while simultaneously wise, perceptive and honest soldier? I 
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certainly cannot. After Macduff last year and Exeter this season I have to keep reminding myself that it 

was him I saw as Sir Toby Belch in Twelfth Night, too. 

*** 
Let’s go back to where I left the play, right at the beginning, with Tessa having delivered a magnificent 

prologue. Immediately thereafter this play begins its dominant patterns of undercutting and anti-climax. 

The opening is the funniest example of this, because straight after the prologue urging you to imagine 

two great nations about to go to war, where you are told to visualise the horses with their hooves on 

the ground on the very battlefield, what you get is two bishops and a lot of talking indoors.  

This is a common technique in Shakespeare, the undercutting of words by succeeding action (most 

spectacularly and brilliantly when Albany’s declaration “The gods defend her!” is immediately followed 

by the stage direction: ‘Re-enter King Lear, with Cordelia dead in his arms;’). In Henry V there is constant 

under-cutting, and continual wrong-footing of the audience. This perfectly suits the character of Henry 

himself, the Prince Hal who had already mapped out the future, the man who is either the ‘perfect 

Christian King’ or the pragmatic warrior who uses rape and child killing as threats to break resistance 

and slaughters his French prisoners when he needs all his soldiers free of encumbrances to face the 

regrouping French.    

The first anti-climax is not quite so extreme in this production, however, as the long, long, long, long, 

long speech about Salic Law, and thus the legality of the upcoming war, was massively reduced. I have to 

admit I missed it in all its long-winded glory because it is so amusing to have that after the prologue’s 

build-up and exciting talk of battlefields. Also, the Salic speech is funny in itself because the “as clear as 

is the summer's sun” comment always cracks an audience up and releases the built up tension and 

impatience. 

I spoke to the director, David Rowan, when we met at one of the plays in the first half of the season and 

he warned me that he would not be using the full Salic speech even though, like me, he does admire it 

greatly. I was disappointed but I quite understand that it is (albeit deliberately) extremely tedious and it 

has very little meaning to a modern audience. In purely practical terms it just takes so long that it is hard 

to insist on its inclusion in the CSF’s tight timescales.  

Back to what we did have, and that was the entry of Joseph Tregear as Henry V and the taunting gift 

from the French. Joseph was an excellent King Henry V, as he projected his voice just as you would 

expect a king to do, and many subtle touches added to his majesty. For example, in this opening scene, 

he entered wearing a cloak, took it off when greeting the emissary to put him at ease but when his 

words called for added gravitas and dignity he refastened the cloak around his shoulders. This was a 

small but very telling gesture that conveyed a great deal.  

*** 

And, pause: I am not going through the whole plot as I am sure anyone reading this is familiar with it. 

Before concluding, however, I would like to re-iterate how strange this seemingly, on the surface, 

straightforward play is. If you think about the basic historical tale, then you would expect it to climax in 
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the Battle of Agincourt. Yet, it instead culminates in an epilogue that undercuts all of Henry V’s triumphs 

and even this epilogue is preceded by him either being an actor playing the King as a shy lover, or an 

actor playing the King acting as though he were a shy lover. You are never too sure with Henry V what is 

really him and what is an act, as dear old Falstaff was so slow to realise. Either way, this was excellently 

enacted as were all French court scenes. So, special plaudits are also due to Emily Slaughter (Alice) and 

Jemima Watling (Princess Katherine) for the ‘maid teaching the Princess English’ scene. This hoary old 

dialogue was turned into a comic tour de force and was an absolute delight. Speaking of comic delights, 

Scott Westoby as Fluellen making David Bourne’s Pistol eat the leek was hysterical. These two were 

another of the excellent partnerships that the production offered us. There was an eruption of laughter 

at the glorious line, delivered in a towering, threatening, Welsh accent: “I have another leek in my 

pocket”  

 
 
As you can gather from the above, all parts were performed to the 
highest of standards.  
 
The production grew in the playing as many (all?) good productions do. 
 
Well done to one and all of the splendid cast and plaudits, also, to 
director David Rowan who pulled out another gem from his seemingly 
endless box of tricks.  
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