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IN 1937, at a time when Giel-
gud, Olivier and Richardson
were already established as
e new young heroes of
Enghsh theatre, a 26-year-old
commercial traveller gave up
selling chalk and blackboards
and ink to the schoolrooms
of England and chanced his
safe, dull life. “I threw m;
bonnet over the windmill ‘on
Friday and on Monday
crept through the stage dunr
of the Savoy theatre as the
third assistant manager.”
Michael Hordern h:u:

seems _appropriate
actor whose career has been
a stealthy, delayed progress
to the top that it should
begin with tlus tiny whimper.
And it took Hordern, allow-
ing for five years' eninrced
absence for war Servi

the navy, until 1950 tn begm
his ascent and achieve the
roles and notice his_natural,
unirained talents deserved.
He returas to the National in
The Rivals very much the
leading man.

a performance in
the tiny Arts Theatre as
Chekhoy's Ivanov and the old
discarded author in John
Whiting’s _sensational, com-
petition-winning Saint’s Day,
which did the trick and made
his name. “ Chekhov meant
nothing to me,” Hordern says
with one of those famous
shrugs. He came fresh and
unknowing to the role and
was so applauded that what
he aptly calls, “ the thear.ncal
corridors of power ” came 1o
see. In those days Glen Byam
Shaw, co-director wilh
Anthony Quayle of the then
Stratford Memorial Theatre,
was a man of high influence.
And for the season of 1952
Hordern was cast by him
just below the level of the
stars, in a line of roles,
which might have been caleu-
lated by Byam Shaw to show
up_his discovery : Menenius
in Coriolanus, Caliban, Jacques
and Sir Polifick Would-be in
Volpone.

Hordern, who insists that
he has never had any speci-
fic theatrical ambitions
“except 1o be an actor,”’ once
more began without either
assumptions or knowledge.
“1 knew mothing about the
plays — Coriolanus 1 hadn't
even heard of — but Byam
Shaw said te me “will you
promise you won't read
them?” So I came to the
first rehearsal with the seript
as if they've Jjust been
written.”

The seasom worked trium-
phantly for him: Kenneth
Tynan even used the wi
«great™ for his Menenius.
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Michael Hordern, about to open in The Rivals at the National Theatre, talks to Nicholas de Jongh
of a career taken by stealth J

Knight of the genial countenance ;

‘And in that decade we began
to  see ortraits  from
Hordern’s remarkable gallery
of distressed gentlefolk and
authoritarians, rifting
urgently out of their right

inds.

And even if 1959 brought a
highly variable verdict from
the critics who watched his
Macheth at the Old Vie and
his Pastor Manders to Flora
Robson’s  Mrs Alving in
Ghosts, Hordern was quu:kly
able to recaver from those
who said he had imposed
mmedy on Shakespeare and

where none was  in-
(Ended or existe
I got chewed up for Mac-

beth"‘ ‘Hordern ruefully re-
s, And he quotes from
memo the comment of one
malicious critic who said he
played the Thane of Cawdor
like an Armenian carpet
scller who would mot even
have been shown through the
backdoor of Dunsinane. “If
was very clever, very ch
very funny, awful, wicked
and cruel” He concedes that
Macbeth mastered him but
jnsists that laughter belongs
in the doomed hinterland of
Ibsen’s play; when he was re-
placed by Donald Wolfit for
the play's transfer the
famous old declaimer out-
lawed the faintest flicker of

amusement and capsized the
production.

Hordern's progress was not
checked by all this, nor did
it diminish his regard for eri-

ics. He is_an exception 1o
prevailing rule
a despise,
ignore the breed (except
sometimes when the mnolices
are good). He is grateful for
them and they have returned
in ample
‘measure, rritates me
profoundly when actors say
they never read the notices.
If they don't they're pre-
sumptuous. Second only_to
very good directors I've
learnt more from crities than

anyone. Over and over again
T've read snmethmg in a
notice and thought ‘By God,
{\es It hits Lhe nail on the

And that OId Vic season at
least reaffirmed his ability to
crass from. heights tragical to
areas comical, and showed up
the now treasu:ed anthology
of Hordern _mannerisms.
Memories of Hordern on
stage and screen must iake
in what might be called Hor-
derniana : the palm_of the
hand smacking the forehead

in anger; chin stroked or
pulled as if me flesh would
cvme aw: m the

ay; fingers o
ight hand restlessly playing

behind_ his back. while the
Test of a2 mobile body is
otherwise engaged ; shoulders
‘hunched, eyebrows_ signalling
degrees. of alarm,
ing in amaged dissent, the
voice in 2 sequence ' of
unts, murmurs and slghs,
suggesting a whole rest-homq
full of decrepitude. It oﬁen
Jooks as if various parts of
him have scuttled ofE in dir-
ections of their own, fi by
spontaneuus urges
He is a vigorous -and
ynuﬂlfu] '71 year—old and one
confesses an inveterate
afﬁmty with the ulrl. “It’s
not that one respec!
‘wisdom of old age, 1 don't.

- mannerisms, he says that he

"formance from: that assess-

- does,

- cipline. of lines, wf moves. of

-acoustics.

; dlsclplme of !he stage you're
p " Com

But lhexes a freedom in the
old, a baslc awareness of
human frailty and of the pas-
sage of tHe time, all mixed

up in the brain. 1 feel it

u recognise a Hordern per-

But _ any , impression of
Hordefn 'as @ casdal,’ extro--
vert player, whnse amng Just
happens when he. goes on
stage or before the camera is
quite: wrong. The part  does
not take him \wer “or if it
in  a limited
sort of com-
lmow the pl:y

restrictions of. scenery and
The ingredients of
Yyour .performance have to be
technically . there: wurkmg
with the subconscif

. But he can remeti'mek' back

ow-
ing-I've played it. Within the

equires’ even
morc ‘of the dlsclplme of
awareness, the need to create
a’ response and laughter, As
for the famous "Hordern

hardly knows at the close of
o scene or an act where he
has’ made’ use of them or
how. He makes it sound as

a useful wor]ﬂng nelatmnshi'p
or compromise between dis-
clpllne and spomanelty takes
p lace.

Bis most recent decade in
e theatre, ranging from his
Gllben Pinfold -hearing_ a
iracy of voices to his
geriatric Xing Lear and his
Stuypardlan academic dazzled
his * own_ intellect, has
ﬁnally brought him’ to the
top of the slope. But contem-
plating the view from there
Hordern. does not brood or
hanker over great roles. He
es himself as “ bit old and
:dle,” basking in “a time of
semi-retirement.”

The call for him to play
Sir Anthony left him doubt-
ful at first. “Have I got to
pull my boot straps up,” he
asked himself, and was at
last coaxed. “I'm enjoying it
enormously ” he says with
some sarprise. When The
Rivals is all over the coaxing
of Michael Hordern should
not be allowed to stop.
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