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My aim in this paper is to describe the production of Henry V' (1) Ngaio Marsh staged to
open the James Hay Theatre in the Christchurch Town Hall in October, 1972. I have a long-
standing interest in the assimilation and adaptation of Shakespeare to New Zealand
conditions, a story that stretches as far back as the Endeavour voyage when a copy of
Shakespeare’s complete works sailed on the ship. So one question I want to understand is
what kind of Shakespeare experience did this production offer? Here I will link that question
with a newer interest in exploring ways we can use archives, both physical and digital, to
create fresher, more nuanced forms of theatrical and cultural history, as a successful

performance does not stand alone but resonates with the wider culture from which it comes.

In the case of Henry V the archive is, substantially, physical; as I’ll be drawing on the large
Ngaio Marsh archive housed in the Turnbull Library, along with published reviews of the
production and Marsh’s own recollection of the event published in the revised version of her
autobiography, Black Beech and Honeydew. Biographers have made use of Marsh’s papers;
and recently the script for Marsh’s 1943 Hamlet has been published. The published
proceedings of a conference held in the centennial year of Marsh’s birth (1995) combine
useful biographical, personal and analytical perspectives. Nevertheless the Marsh archive

is an underutilized resource, and so I will share here some details from it.

The Venue



(2) So the opening of the Christchurch Town Hall in 1972 was a big event. This shot is of the
exterior of the building with its fountain, and the river Avon flowing below: you can see the
punt plying tourists on the river. (3). The town hall’s larger venue is renowned for its
dynamic sound and all-surrounding seating. (4) In this shot, taken from the souvenir
programme from 1972 you can see the design of the larger space on the right and on the left,
across the large atrium style foyer space, the James Hay Theatre. This seats 1308 people, and
was designed by Miles Warren with a deeply recessed proscenium with a stage that thrust
into the audience. (5) (6). There is a central seating block with two angled bays on either side.
The concept is that with the stage coming out into the audience, and the audience effectively
wrapped around the stage, then audience and performers can be in close contact with each
other. In his review in the Listener in October 1972, Bruce Mason praised the theatre’s “most

accommodating and welcoming intimacy.” (Mason p. 13)

The Town Hall complex was extensively damaged in the Christchurch earthquake of
February 2011 and has been expensively restored as a fulcrum space in the new “northern
frame” for the outskirts of the Christchurch downtown. Ian Lochhead’s 2019 collection, A
Vision Renewed is a sumptuously illustrated and authoritative guide to the design principles
underpinning the original design and its 21st century earthquake-proofed refit. I was never in
the Town Hall before 2011, but earlier this year I heard Marlon Williams sing in the James

Hay Theatre and experienced the closeness between performer and audience the venue offers.

The Production

Ngaio Marsh was asked in March, 1972 to stage a play for the new theatre. Initially it was
planned to open with a production of the late medieval play Everyman directed by the famous
English director Tyrone Guthrie who was renowned for designing and exploiting the staging

possibilities of a thrust space, but this could not travel to Christchurch. By 1972, Marsh had



been directing Shakespeare since 1943 and her company had performed throughout New
Zealand and in Australia. Her three decades of productions set a benchmark for Shakespeare
performance in New Zealand; and gave early chances for some notable performers, including
Sam Neill and James Laurenson. Marsh decided on Henry V. This was to be the last of her
stage Shakespeares and used the largest cast she had ever directed, with around 100
performers on stage. The dynamism of the production Mason notes then arose out of the
choreographic skill with which the well drilled cast moved from one location to the next. The
kinesthetic impact of that many actual bodies in synch on stage would always be hugely

impressive.

In November 1972, Marsh donated her papers concerning the production to the Turnbull and
this is the basis for analysing it, as we can access the promptbook (the stage manager’s copy
of the play with performance cues and staging detail), reviews, posters, staging photos and
other associated ephemera. A very small sampling of Marsh-related images are digitised on
the National Library website. I could not present this paper, however, without being able to
visit the Turnbull itself which I was able to do in between level shifts earlier this year.

(7)

There are surviving prompt books or production scripts for eleven of Marsh’s Shakespeares,
and they share many common features. The Henry V script must originally have been kept in
a ring binder (the punch holes are clearly visible). Each two- page opening makes an A3 or
Folio size space. The script has been taken from two broken up copies of the Pelican
paperback Shakespeare, pasted onto the right side of the leaf. Cuts are physically marked
with a strike through on the pages. These were quite extensive, and mirror the cuts marked in

a script for an earlier production of the play. Marsh was keen never to wear out her audience,



so always cut vigorously. “Coaches at 10.30” was her maxim, that being the time when she

knew her Christchurch audience would want to head home.

On the left side of each opening of the promptbook is crowded with arresting detail. Here are
vivid sketches of stage groupings, often accompanied by meticulous numbering of the phases
of action within each scene. Her tendency was to block out each scene in advance of
rehearsal; she had trained as a painter and always retained a strong visual sense, which is
mark also of set pieces in her novels. The image here shows the layout for 2.3, with Mistress
Quickly downstage centre, surrounded in tableau by Nym, boy, Pistol and Bardolph. These
are non-historical comic characters Shakespeare invented in the two plays before Henry V,
Henry IV I and Il. These evoke the reign of Henry’s father, Henry Bolingbroke, when
Henry V was a time wasting, over-drinking rascal. Shakespeare fills out the picture of
dynastic quarrels with glimpses of how the underclass coped with the politics of war. It

makes the play world more human.

A famous sequence of the play are the linking Chorus speeches at the beginning of each act,
which guide the audience back in time to the reign of Henry V, 200 years before the play was
first staged in the Globe theatre, London in 1599. “He sets the scene; he fans the flames”
notes Marsh [at .3 of her version]. The popular imaginary of late medieval history in the
play is then something like the version of the Napoleonic wars in Europe you get in writers

like Bernard Cornwell and Patrick O’Brian.

(8) For the role of Chorus, Marsh was using Jonathan Elsom, an actor who had begun acting
in her productions and who had been working as a professional actor in London for about 10

years. She kept as an opening night surprise the presentation of the Chorus as if it were



spoken by Shakespeare himself. In this slide you can see Elsom on the left with the ruff
collar, and recessed hairline taken as a close simulation of the image of Shakespeare on the

right, the most recognisable icon of Shakespeare we have from his Complete Works of 1623.

The first night started about 15 minutes late, as the safety curtain got stuck; when it opened,
through a fog of blue light and dry ice high on a scaffold at the rear of the stage could be seen
Elsom as Shakespeare, reciting the Chorus: “Oh for a Muse of fire”. (9) This blurry image is
the best in the archive of this moment. The promptbook calls this the “vision”, the idea, well
received by reviewers Howard McNaughton and Bruce Mason, of being cast back in the
mists of time to 1599. The Chorus then reappeared frequently, at points guiding actors in
setting up the next sequence, and closing the play with panache, moving through the final
ensemble of characters at the end of Act 5 to speak the epilogue, which closes the play and

looks forward to the much less happy reign of Henry’s son, Henry VL.

(10) In 21st century Shakespeare production the common practice is to update the setting of a
play, using modern clothing, deploying video screens and cell phones-the tech affects that are
so much part of our world. Though her first Shakespeare (the Hamlet of 1943) was the first
modern dress Shakespeare staged in New Zealand, in Henry V we can see Marsh taking a
more traditional approach, evoking instead a neo-medieval, neo-Renaissance past. This is
evident in this image of the stage flats for the wall of the city of Harfleur in northern France.
The English army besieges the town and the governor surrenders. This is one of the two main
set pieces in the play, the other being the battle of Agincourt, where the French cavalry is

undone by the English archers who could shoot their arrows further than the French.

In this image we can see the production team building the city wall, two to three times higher

than they are. The key thing is that no New Zealand city or town has ever looked like this.



Just as the costuming of the Chorus was designed to shift the audience back from 1972 to
1599 so the evocation of the townscape seems to evoke a kind of generic, neo-medieval
picturesque. In itself, this was impressive. On October 4, 1972, Bruce Mason wrote to
Marsh, expanding the praise for her stage spectacle he had not been allowed space for in his
published review: “one seemed many times not to be in a theatre at all but in the midst of
some endless unfolding panorama of life and history”. Days after witnessing the premiere, he
was still rapt in awe at “the heraldic ebb and flow of it, and the sense of space and distance.”

He was beglamoured by the evocation both of the Elizabethan and late medieval past.

The production ran for 10 consecutive nights, each of which sold out. Selling over 13000
seats is a considerable achievement, comparable to the success of the Pop-up Globe in
Auckland from 2016-2020. However, praise for the show was not universal. Reviewers noted
some unevenness in performances (perhaps inevitable with the combining of amateur and
professional actors), and some felt that David Hindin was not quite martial enough to be
convincing as the king (in their widely available films, for example, Laurence Olivier and
Kenneth Branagh give quite heroic interpretations of the part). In the second half of the show
the commitment to spectacle and framing the ensemble seems to have become rather static. A
visiting American literary scholar, Herbert Bogart, spending the year at the University of

Canterbury on a Fulbright Scholarship, registered his qualified disappointment:

But finally what I witnessed was a safe cultural event guaranteed to offend no
one, put on by a sincere, hard working semi-amateurish company. I had hoped for a
complex, thoughtful, artistic experience, professionally executed. (Bogart 168)

Here Bogart notes the paradox of this “significant” cultural event. On the one hand the
production was part of the inaugurations for a world-class, cutting-edge performance venue,

and on the other the production cast a backward glance. This was a summation of Marsh’s



directorial practice: articulate, with evocative, panoramic sets, with the space of the stage
often strewn with impressive tableaus. And the production was, in a sense, in flight from New
Zealand; and that too is of a piece with Marsh’s career long ambivalence around being a New
Zealander. She worked hard to sustain “high” culture in New Zealand, along European lines.
She hated the New Zealand accent, which she considered flat and nasal, grotesquely unsuited
to the rhetorical demands of a major Shakespearean text (her imitation of this in recorded

lectures is very funny). She coaxed her actors out of their ‘natural’ voices.

So a distinction I would make is that this was a largely successful production of Henry V in
New Zealand but that, by design there was nothing of contemporary New Zealand on stage.
By 1972 New Zealand soldiers had for several years been supporting American troops in
Vietnam and throughout the country violent protests had been staged against this support for
a foreign war. An opportunity was clearly lost to register this in Shakespeare’s most war-
soaked play, the one that evokes in the most detail a panoramic experience of war for
combatants, followers, victors and the vanquished. Making such direct links from the

Shakespeare text on stage to the world elsewhere outside the theatre was never Marsh’s aim.

Coda

In the year 2000 Auckland University staged Henry V directed by Sam Trubridge, now an
innovative, professional director. I saw this twice, once on the loading bay at the rear of
Auckland University’s School of Architecture and then at a mini-Shakespeare festival in
Stratford, Taranaki, where all the streets are named from Shakespeare and where the head of
Shakespeare sits atop a clock in the main street. There is a scene where a Welshman forces a
boastful Englishman to eat a leek. Here the large raw leek was violently shoved down the

throat, visceral and highly discomforting to watch. [11] The venue, which you can see in my



final slide, was the Malone Gates, Stratford’s memorial to Colonel William Malone, who led
troops gallantly at Gallipoli and who died there during the Chunuk Bair offensive in August,
2015. In the chill of an early autumn morning, the production emphasized the pitiless,
inglorious aspect of war, with ruling factions exploiting minorities, underclasses and women
for their own ends. It was passionate, heartfelt and disturbing. If there is still a space for
performing Shakespeare in Aotearoa/New Zealand, that is the kind of Shakespeare we need

to see.
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