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Welliam Shakespeare’s Richard 11

Directed by Nicholas Hytner at the Bridge Theatre, London
Reviewed by Maritza Léger

This Richard I1 at the Bridge Theatre in London certainly
took me by surprise. Strikingly so, and 1 was curious to
see this adaptation of one of Shakespeare’s history plays.
Jonathan Bailey’s King Richard, as he first comes on
stage, gives out an interesting mix of a camp Macron #-" 4,
lookalike with a bit of Trump thrown in for good S8 [T
measure. His portrayal of King Richard is of a spoilt, [d RICHARD “

By William Shakespeare

cheeky, pompous, unsophisticated, fickle, money

grabbing, self-centred, self-absorbed manchild tyrant,
who did not wish to bow to or understand the profound responsibilities that come
with being the country’s sovereign. His disrespect is as constant as is his pleasure
at being fawned at and flattered by the courtiers who surround him. We see him
slowly unravel from being a pompous self-righteous man to one filled with
obsessive self-pity in full self-destruction mode.

Jonathan Bailey commands and holds the stage and the audience throughout.
He has an excellent sense of timing; he was in turns very funny, poignant and
conniving, showing with ease Richard’s many facets. He had been made king at
the early age of 10, was God’s anointed and to rule was his divine right. Imagine
his surprise when those closest around him disagree? He feels quite certain that
after banishing his cousin Henry Bullingbrooke (as spelt in the program) and with
him the threat to his throne, that he can still outwit and weaken him by seizing his
lands and wealth. If this is not enough, upon John of Gaunt’s death he openly
grabs all of his uncle’s belongings to help contribute to the Irish war chest.

I had forgotten that Shakespeare had written this as a family tragedy. England
is surrounded by war, but we see no battles. The play had some clever stage
manoeuvres of a rising and lowering platform, to now be the arena where Henry
Bullingbrooke duels with Thomas Mowbray, then a dining room where the Duke
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of York is with his wife, to then become John of Gaunt’s bedroom (with a hospital
bed) where he dies. This part of the stage evolves into a battleground filled with
debris — then it is the scene at the Court where Richard parts with great difficulty
from his crown. It ends as Richard’s prison at the Tower of London.

John of Gaunt and the Duke of York, Clive Wood and Michael Simkins
respectively, played the roles of strong, loyal and committed subjects to the Crown
of England. They are both embittered and angry at their nephew’s behaviour.
Their performances are filled with the gravitas of the seriousness of the situation.
Shakespeare’s lines, here spoken by John of Gaunt, brought that added power as
these were beautifully delivered.

I had the good fortune of seeing this play twice with John of Gaunt played by
both actors, Clive Wood and Nick Sampson. I was mesmerised by them both. The
contrast between Jonathan Bailey’s Richard II and Henry Bullingbrook played by
Royce Pierreson was deliberate. On the one hand was a pampered and petulant
man with no respect for others and on the other the exact opposite: a strong
respectful and honourable man. But is he? As Richard slowly realises that he is
losing his power to the more astute politician, he realises that he is now alone and
abandoned, his isolation shows a man that is totally weakened and beaten.

In choosing to cast Jonathan Bailey, a television and film star, as Richard 11,
the director has created a buzzing interest amongst the younger generation to
come and see Shakespeare. On both nights, there were equal numbers of young
and less young people in the audience. As with Much Ado About Nothing, casting
the actor Tom Hiddleston as Benedick, both directors have enticed a much
younger audience to come and see Shakespeare. I am certain that Edward de Vere
would approve of this wide cast of the net.

Leaving the performance my head was filled with wonder at the beauty of
Shakespeare’s words and with an even greater love of his work. As I walked out
of the theatre at the end of what felt like a new discovery, this Richard I, 1 was
taken aback by the beauty of the evening sky over London, Tower Bridge to the
right and, most appropriately, the Tower of London right across the river. Having
read the excellent program, I read that Richard Il was imprisoned there on 1

September 1399, how « propos.
~Ye~
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