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One of the beauties of internet searches is that tidbits of information you didn’t know in the first place, you’re allowed to remember.   

This came to mind a few months ago when I was researching the on-line archives of the Royal Shakespeare Company to reacquaint myself with one of the great theater experiences of my life: seeing all three parts of Shakespeare’s Henry VI, back to back to back, in little more than 24 hours, at the Aldwych Theatre in London in April 1978.


I was a student at the London School of Economics at the time, and my daily walk to my flat in Knightsbridge took me past the front door of the Aldwych as I  headed toward Leicester Square on my way home.  Courtesy of student rush tickets I saw many wonderful RSC performances in 1977-78, a season in which, according to the Guardian theatre critic Michael Billington, “the RSC struck gold.”  Billington describes how 1977 was the “perihelion of Trevor Nunn's ten-year reign as the company's sole Artistic Director and Chief Executive,” of how incoming co-director Terry Hands and actor Alan Howard (nephew of Leslie) had a marathon year in 1978 working on Henry V, a virtually uncut three-part Henry VI, and Coriolanus,” and of how “no other company in the world could match that output for quantity and quality.” 

Unlike Jack Bauer and the concept of “running real time” in the hit tv show, 24, where an hour of theatrical drama is synchronous with an hour of real time, my experience was quite the reverse.  We in the audience had the pleasure of experiencing Alan Howard compress 50 years of English history, from 1422 to 1471, into, literally, 24+ hours.  The magic began on Tuesday evening with part I, then continued Wednesday afternoon and Wednesday evenings with parts II and III.  Alan Howard’s Henry aged before our eyes, from a pious youth to a vacillating monarch unable to control continuous court intrigues, beset by Jean d’Arc in France and the blossoming Wars of the Roses, to the resigned King who almost welcomes an end to his troubles when assassinated by the future Richard III in the Tower of London.   

The delightful cast included names and faces movie goers will easily recognize,  including Julian Glover (Warwick) and John Rhys-Davies (Beaufort, Bishop of Winchester), both of whom appeared in the Indiana Jones films, as the scheming American businessman Walter Donovan and the lovable Arab antiquities dealer Sallah, respectively.  Glover is also well known for his portrayal of Gen. Maximillian Veres in Star Wars and as a James Bond villain from For Your Eyes Only, while Rhys-Davies had to get down on his knees – literally - to play the dwarf Gimli in the Lord of the Rings trilogy.  Other notables from that April 1978 production were Jeffrey (older brother of Dame Judi) Dench as the Duke of Bedford, and Charlotte Cornwell as Joan of Arc, she being the half-sister of David Cornwell, better known as John Le Carré.   

Turns out there’s an interesting Shakespearean sidebar to how Rhys-Davies landed the part of Sallah in the Indiana Jones films.  Steven Spielberg originally envisioned Sallah as a five foot Bedouin, “a small creature from the Star Wars cantina in an earthbound adventure film.”   Danny DeVito was first offered the part, but declined because of his work schedule for the hit series Taxi.  Spielberg then turned to Rhys-Davies, having seen him in the 1980 television miniseries Shōgun, proposed recasting Sallah as more of a larger-than-life Falstaffian character, to which Rhys-Davies eagerly assented.     

What I did not remember from that 1978 performance, as her name was not yet recognizable to me but would become so in the 1990s through Prime Suspect, was the actress who played Henry’s wife, Queen Margaret of Anjou.  Margaret, the real power behind the throne who unsuccessfully seeks to stiffen Henry’s spine in his quarrels with the Yorkists Edward and Richard, and then takes to the battlefield to lead the King’s Army, only to be defeated at Tewkesbury, was played by Helen Mirren. 

During this period of my life in my ‘20s, I enjoyed going to the theater but was certainly no aficionado.  And in the late 1970s on the English stage, there were two notable actresses already familiar to me that I very much enjoyed seeing.  One was Diana Rigg, firmly implanted in the theatrical heavens via the hit tv series The Avengers, who I saw in Ferenc Molnar’s The Guardsman at the National Theatre.  And the other was Judi Dench, a mainstay of the RSC who I’d seen perform in The Comedy of Errors.  For reasons long forgotten, I unfortunately missed out on her even more bravura performance that season as Lady Macbeth.

But Helen Mirren was then unknown to me, despite the fact she’d been with the Royal Shakespeare Company since 1967.  Nonetheless, I vividly remember her portrayal of Queen Margaret in 1978, more than three decades ago, played with the same steely determination so necessary for living in a man’s world that she would reprise as Detective Jane Tennison in Prime Suspect.  If ever given the chance, I’d love to ask her if she felt that the atmosphere and personal dynamics of a London homicide unit in the 1990s were all that far removed from the testosterone-dominated intrigues of the court of Henry VI in the 1400s.

So, thanks to the Internet, I now realize that Shakespeare had already turned me into a Helen Mirren fan in 1978, and I didn’t even know it.
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