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Chimes at Midnight
Life
· born 1915 in Wisconsin, middle class.

· Read Shakespeare’s histories in high school.

· Went to Europe at 16 and acted in Dublin.

· Played Lamont Cranston in The Shadow, a 1930’s radio drama.

· Produced War of the Worlds on radio in 1938.

· Directed Citizen Kane in 1941: a movie about a man who controls the world; Welles also at the top of his game.

· Staged Henriad in Belfast, Ireland, in 1960; made film in Spain, 1965-66: movie about a man whose time has past, the world no longer merry.

Shakespeare’s plays
movie based on role of Falstaff in 1, 2Henry IV, his death in Henry V, and some fooling around in Merry Wives of Windsor. He is the greatest comic character ever in 1HenryIV, although Welles’ film either does not try to be comic or is unsuccessful. 2HenryIV is like a hangover: Falstaff realizes his life is misspent. Justice Shallow, his companion at law school (the Inns of Court), has done well (he has beeves!), while Falstaff is always broke, borrowing from Prince Hal and hoping for preferment when Hal bcomes king.

King Henry IV usurped the throne of Richard II, a moral crime, even if politically necessary. His skin hangs on him, diseased, as if to display his sin. His son Harry, or Hal, however, will redeem the family line: he will be the great Henry V, victor over the French in the Hundred Year’s War, though he will die young. 

Hal, also called Harry, plays the spendthrift, idling his time in the taverns with Falstaff, while his father wishes his son would reform: “Can no man tell me of my unthrifty son?” he asks, at the end of Richard II. Hal seems to have chosen Falstaff has his father-figure or tutor, yet he constantly tells us he is only pretending, that at a certain point he will shine, as the sun does when it comes out from behind the clouds. Sun imagery is also associated with royalty. In the movie, the sun rays filter through windows on the king, suggesting a religious preordination for Hal’s greatness.

Hal proves himself by defeating the valiant Hotspur (his name indicates his hot temper, which he shows in an early scene when Henry IV banishes his wicked uncle Worcester), also known as Harry Percy. Thus there are two Harry’s, and one must die. The showdown occurs at the Battle of Shrewsbury (a day of reckoning, like Gettysburg), which ends 1Henry IV. Rebellion continues to haunt Henry IV but is dealt with less heroically in 2Henry IV, where Hal’s younger brother John defeats the rebels by lying to them, offering amnesty, then revoking it. Welles takes the sour mood of the second play and back-casts it onto the first.

Cinematic technique
The use of black and white enforces the wintry mood of Welles’ interpretation of the plays. The focus is on Falstaff’s disappointment. 

Long shots diminish the size of figures, suggesting that men are insignificant cogs in the play of politics.

We often seen Falstaff at a distance, across a room, the camera looking up from a low angle. This distancing is probably meant to suggest that the camera’s point of view is that of Falstaff himself: he feels distanced or marginalized, but he is the subject of his own thoughts (hence the low camera angle). In general, the camera’s view of the world is that of Falstaff, bleak, snowy, old, gray, worn, hoping for great things, smart enough to realize disappointment is likely: but also vibrant, alive, resourceful. This is the combination of qualities, the sleaze with the admirably clever, that make Falstaff a great comic character. His sadness is that of the clown: we can’t tell if he’s really weaping, or ready to trick us.

Sound is generally bad. Falstaff mumbles his lines. We would hardly know that his is the most linguistically sophisticated part in English literature. Welles preferred to contrast Falstaff’s prose language to the pompous royal diction and poety of Henry IV, as delivered by John Gielgud.

Part of the sound problem arises because the film was post-synched: there was no direct sound recording during shooting. Many minor characters are Spanish and were therefore dubbed. Welles and Keith Baxter, who plays Hal, often do more than one voice. Baxter even plays several other roles.

The film, 119 minutes long, consists of 1378 shots. 

Filming was done when stars were available. All Gielgud’s scenes were shot in 2 weeks. Therefore a double was often used. Welles himself delayed shooting most of Falstaff’s long speeches until the end, uncertain of himself, worried that he would miss his chance to be great (or great again). 

Citizen Kane was famous for cinematic technique, particularly the larger depth of focus shot. This film uses complex camera movement even as actors were moving (familiar now, but new then). 

Welles designed the costumes himself. 

Many scenes are based on illusions:

· In the scene where Falstaff learns of the king’s death and runs into the snow with Shallow and Silence, the snow is actually bedsheets.

· In the Battle of Shrewsbury—a scene one critics called “brutally somber”—Welles only could film horses for a couple of days. After that, the scenes had to involved only a dozen or so people: the battle requires over 300 separate scenes and lasts 10 minutes. The mud was mixed and shot indoors. Dead men and horses are actually dummies.

· The actor who played Hotspur was afraid of horses, so when he challenges Hal, he’s shot from the waste up. He bounces, but he’s bouncing on the shoulders of two men.

· The king had no armor when his scenes were shot, so only his head is shown, with a helmet.

· The Eastcheap tavern was built indoors in a warehouse near Madrid; it was blackened with blowtorches to make it look old.

· The outdoor scenes were shot on location for authenticity. The royal castle is actually Cardona, near Andorra, in the Spanish Gothic style. 

Some scenes  and critical commentary
The main contrast is between tavern and court. One can see the mighty castle from the tavern, but not the other way around. 

Paul Jorgens, Shakespeare on Film (Indiana, 1977): “Beneath Falstaff’s jollity we see sadness and fears of dying and being forgotten. Beneath Henry’s cold, hard exterior we see a suffering, guilty man envious of his subjects and hated, he suspects, by his son. Both contrast markedly with contented, nostalgic Shallow, whose real past has been obliterated, transformed into the antics of a mythical “mad Shallow of Clement’s Inn” (p. 114). 

Henry IV’s mediation on burden of office: “Then happy low lie down! Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown.”

Compare Hal’s desire to see Falstaff find a clever excuse for his cowardice during the robbery of Gadshill (he says he ran away on “instinct,” because he instinctively knew he faced his prince) to Hal’s ability to find the right words to say to his father after the king finds his son wearing his crown, as if he were dead.

The rejection of Falstaff: “Shifting from the high-angle shots of bewildered, hurt Falstaff to a low angle which restores to him his kingly stature, we see the jester smile for the last time—in recognition of the grim humor that this is the way it must be, that Hal must play the comedy in earnest, betray both Falstaff and himself in order to follow his father’s path. Henry studies the understanding smile and, unable, to bear it, turns to go off into legendary history” (p. 119). 

Falstaff’s vices include disbelief in honor, which he calls mere air, a word, and taking bribes for letting recruits escape from service in the war, where he prefers to have his men killed, saving him the expense of paying them.

Pauline Kael notes that Falstaff is not funny, nor is there any real friendship shown between him and Hal. 

