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David Akenhead (1946 - ) Theatre Manager, Producer, critic, actor
Setting the Scene for the entire play — bracketed items may include comment from him.

ACT 1, SCENE 1 King John’s Palace. Seated King John and Queen Elinor. Enter Pembroke,
Essex, Salisbury and Chatillon, French Ambassador

KING JOHN Now say, Chatillon, what would France with us? (I played this role at the Kirk)
CHATILLON Thus, after greeting, speaks the King of France,

In my behaviour, to the majesty, the borrow’d majesty of England here.

QUEEN ELINOR A strange beginning — borrow’d majesty!

KING JOHN Silence, good mother, hear the embassy.

CHATILLON Philip of France, in right and true behalf Of thy deceased brother
Geffrey’s son, Arthur Plantagenet, lays most lawful claim To this fair island and the
territories, - To Ireland, Poitiers, Anjou, Touraine, Maine; Daring thee to lay aside the
sword Which sways usurpingly these several titles, And put the same into young Arthur’s
hand, Thy nephew and right royal sovereign.

KING JOHN What follows if we disallow of this?

CHATILLON The proud control of fierce and bloody war, To enforce these rights so
forcibly withheld.

KING JOHN Here have we war for war, and blood for blood, controlment for
controlment: so answer France.

CHATILLON Then take my king’s defiance from my mouth, The furthest limit of my
embassy.

KING JOHN Bear mine to him, and so depart in peace: Be thou as lightning in the eyes
of France; For ere thou canst reort | will be there, The thunder of my cannon shall be
heard. So, hence! Be thou the trumpet of our wrath, And sullen presage of your own
decay — An honourable conduct let him have — Pembroke, look to’t — Farewell, Chatillon.
Exeunt CHATILLON and PEMBROKE

QUEEN ELINOR What now, my son! Have | not ever said How that ambitious
Constance would not cease Till she had kindled France and all the world Upon the right
and party of her son? This might have been prevented and made whole With very easy
arguments of love; Which now the manage of two kingdoms must With fearful bloody
issue arbitrate.

KING JOHN Our strong possession and our right for us.

QUEEN ELINOR [aside to KING JOHN].

Your strong possession much more than your right, or else it must go wrong with you and
me: So much my conscience whispers in your ear, Which none but heaven and you and |
shall hear.

Howard Staunton (1810 to 1874) is a little circumspect in supporting Malone’s theory of
dating the play to the year following Hamnet’s death. (I prefer to side with Malone on
this one)



Edmund Malone (1741-1812)

Is of the opinion that the maternal lamentations of Lady Constance, for the loss of Arthur,
are an expression of the poet’s own grief at the death of his son, Hamnet in 1596, and we
should, of course, be bound to conclude that “King John” was not written until after that
date. (I'm with Staunton on this BUT whereas the material may well have been written
earlier, it is equally conceivable that a period of mourning for himself and Anne
Hathaway, was appropriate, thus delaying production)

August Wilhelm von Schlegel (1767-1845) (obviously glossed over Act I, Scene | which
| was at pains to analyse above). King John, far from being barbaric evokes the
Churchillian spirit when it comes to national pride at a time of war even if he too could
be accused of being a little more than economical with the truth, on occasion, for the
greater good, as Foyle’s War is sometimes at pains to illustrate, ditto with King John and
Schlegel’s opening utterance show his weakness in not understanding the spirit prevailing
throughout the nation. He says “In King John the political and warlike events are dressed
out with solemn pomp, for the very reason that they possess but little of true grandeur. (it
gets worse!) The falsehood and selfishness of the monarch speak in the style of a
manifesto, Conventional dignity is most indispensable where personal dignity is wanting.
(What utter tosh, from our German expert, on the contrary he looks at the stereotype of
King John and draws his patently wrong conclusions from our former monarch). Nathan
Drake recognizes our former King has some redeeming qualities on his deathbed, at least!

Nathan Drake (1776-1836) — As for the character of John, which, from its meanness and
imbecility, seems not well calculated for dramatic representation, Shakespeare has
contrived, towards the close of the drama, to excite in his behalf some degree of interest
and commiseration; especially in the dying scene, where the fallen monarch, in answer to
the inquiry of his son to the state of his feelings, mournfully exclaims — ‘Poison’d, - ill
fare; - dead, forsook, cast off” (his son, at least, has time for him. Nice touch,
Shakespeare!)

From John Goodwin RSC highlights from his Short Guide to Shakespeare’s Plays 1990:

King John is chronologically the earliest of Shakespeare’s histories. It covers the
period between the first year of John’s reign in 1199 to the year after his death, 1217.
England then had vast possessions in France. John — the youngest brother of Richard I,
Coeur de Lion —was in fact crowned not only King of England and Ireland, but also
Duke of Normandy, Anjou, Maine, Touraine and Aquitaine.

The plot deals with the see-saw of power between France and England, and
concerns John’s defence of his crown against the united Catholic powers of the King of
France and the Duke of Austria, both of whom support the claim to the throne of Arthur,
John’s nephew, who is still a child.



Shakespeare shows in the play a cynical world where politics are what matters:
expediency, or ‘commodity’ as it is described in a scathingly sarcastic speech. The
characters are opportunists almost to a man, even Killers, of the most inhuman kind,
breaking truces and agreements with total indifference. (I have to say, on both sides
rather than Masefield’s conjecture which is partial to Coeur de Lion who frankly was
Coeur in absentia!).

Dr Samuel Johnson (1709-1784) writes of King John: ‘Varied with a very pleasing
interchange of incidents and characters.” Anthony Burgess is sympathetic to my line with
Hamnet. Burgess states ‘[King John] has fine lines, but the characters are pasteboard.
And yet, knowing the special grief of the poet, that summer, we can find odd stabs of
poignancy.’ He evidences as most poignant of all the speech by Constance about her son
Arthur, who is to die, beginning ‘Grief fills the room up of my absent child’.

King John is about political chicanery. But ironically, it has a reputation for being
a patriotic piece. This can only be because it contains some famous exhortations:

This England never did, nor never shall
Lie at the proud foot of a conqueror
and,
Come the three corners of the world in arms
And we shall shock them; nought shall make us rue
If England to itself do rest but true

These last words — spoken by Sir Winston Churchill during the Battle of Britain —
are the final words of the play. They strike a note sounded by Falconbridge, the bastard
son of Coeur de Lion, who throughout the drama’s action is a most satiric commentator
on it. They come when King John’s son, Henry ascends the throne following his father’s
death, poisoned by a monk.
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