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Cast and Creative Team

Cast

Charlie Cox -The Prince of Homburg

The hero of the play – a young officer in the Prussian army and 
head of the Brandenburg Cavalry. He is a great soldier but also a 
dreamer. He falls in love with Natalia whose glove he discovers 
in his hand when he awakens from sleepwalking on the eve of 
a great battle. Governed by his instinct, and distracted by the 
glove, he disobeys a battle order with tragic consequences.

Ian McDiarmid - The Elector

The Great Elector of Prussia - a strict disciplinarian who punishes 
the Prince for disobeying his orders at the battle of Ferhbellin, 
despite Prussia’s victory against the Swedes. He is also the 
uncle of Natalia, into whose hand he places the wreath of laurels 
with which to tease the Prince in his unconscious state.

Sonya Cassidy - Natalia, Princess of Orania

Niece of The Elector and owner of the glove. Natalia tries to 
invoke support from the soldiers of the Prince’s regiment when 
the Prince receives his punishment from her uncle.

Siobhan Redmond - The Electress

Wife of the Elector. She had adopted The Prince of Homburg and 
treated him ‘as if he had come from [her] womb’. She begs the 
Elector to have mercy on the Prince and pardon him. During the 
battle, the Electress is brought the news that the Elector’s horse 
has fallen.

Harry Hadden-Paton - Count Hohenzollern

An ally and friend of the Prince of Homburg. He presents his 
case to the Elector that it is the Elector who is to blame for 
the Prince’s disobedience, since it was the Elector’s trick with 
Natalia’s glove that caused the Prince to lose concentration and 
misunderstand the Elector’s orders.

Julian Wadham - Marshall Dörfling

Head of the Prussian army. He delivers the battle plan devised 
by the Elector, a plan which would have failed had the Prince not 
acted on instinct.
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Simon Coates - Colonel Hennings

A Colonel in the Prussian army. He brings the news to the 
Electress of the Elector’s horse falling.

William Hoyland - Count Truchss

A member of the Prussian army. He signs a document in support 
of the Prince.

Mark Theodore - Captain von der Golz/ Farmer

A captain in the Prince’s regiment. The Prince of Homburg has 
him arrested when he tries to prevent the Prince from acting on 
his instinct during battle.

David Burke - Colonel Kottwitz

A Colonel in the Prince’s Regiment who is opposed to the 
Elector’s punishment of the Prince. He believes the Prince’s 
victory on the battlefield should provide reason for a reprieve for 
his disobedience of the Elector’s orders.

Lizzie Winkler - Bork (Attendant to The Electress and 
Natalia) and Farmer’s Wife

A local woman, whose life is overturned when the Electress 
comes to take rest during the battle.

Jolyon Coy - Page

The Elector’s attendant and messenger.
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Creative Team

HEINRICH VON KLEIST 
AUTHOR

Heinrich von Kleist was born in Frankfurt an der Oder in 1777. Upon his father’s 
early death in 1788, he was sent to the house of the preacher S. Cartel and 
attended the French Gymnasium. In 1792, he entered the guard regiment in 
Potsdam and took part in the Rheine campaign against France in 1796.

Kleist voluntarily resigned from army service in 1799 and until 1800 studied 
philosophy, physics, mathematics, and political science at Viadrina University in 
Frankfurt an der Oder. He went to Berlin early in the year 1800 and penned his 
drama “Die Familie Ghonorez”.

Kleist re-entered the Prussian army in 1804, working in Berlin and Königsberg. 
Whilst serving in the army he wrote “Amphitryon” and “Penthesilea.”

After being discharged in 1807, Kleist edited the art journal “Phoebus” with Adam 
Müller and completed the comedy “The Broken Pitcher” (“Der zerbrochene 
Krug”) and the folk play “Katchen von Heilbronn” (“Das Käthchen von Heilbronn”). 
In 1811, he finished “Prinz Friedrich von Homburg.”

Heinrich von Kleist committed suicide near the Wannsee in Berlin in 1811.
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DENNIS KELLY 
AUTHOR

Dennis’ plays include Debris (Theatre 503, BAC, 2003), Osama the Hero 
(Hampstead Theatre, 2005), After the End (Paines Plough, Traverse, The Bush, 
and international tour, 2005), Love and Money (Young Vic, Royal Exchange, 2006) 
Taking Care of Baby (Hampstead Theatre, Birmingham Rep, 2007), Orphans 
(Paines Plough, Traverse, Birmingham Rep and Soho Theatre, 2009) and The Gods 
Weep (RSC, 2010). Plays for young people are DNA (The National Theatre, 2008) 
and Our Teacher is a Troll (National Theatre of Scotland, 2009). His plays have been 
performed in over thirty countries worldwide and have been translated into nearly 
twenty different languages.

JONATHAN MUNBY 
DIRECTOR

For the Donmar: LIFE IS A DREAM.

Theatre: includes Serious Money (Birmingham Rep), The Dog in the Manger 
(Shakespeare Theatre, Washington DC), 24 Hour Plays (The Old Vic), The White 
Devil (Menier Chocolate Factory), A Midsummer Night’s Dream (Globe), Henry V, 
Mirandolina (Manchester Royal Exchange), The Canterbury Tales (RSC/Gielgud/
International tour), A Number, The Comedy of Errors, Bird Calls (Sheffield 
Crucible), Madness In Valencia (RSC), Nakamitsu (Gate), Noises Off (Arena Stage, 
Washington DC), Journeys Among the Dead (Young Vic), Bed Show (Bristol Old 
Vic), The Anniversary (Garrick), John Bull’s Other Island (Lyric, Belfast), Tartuffe 
(Watermill/UK tour), The Gentleman from Olmedo, The Venetian Twins, The 
Triumph of Love, Dancing at Lughnasa (Watermill, Newbury), Troilus and Cressida, 
Love for Love, Festen, The Way of the World (Guildhall), Numb (C Venue, 
Edinburgh Fringe).

Opera: includes Carmen (Opera Holland Park), Don Giovanni (ETO), Sweetness 
and Badness (WNO).

ANGELA DAVIES 
DESIGNER

For the Donmar: LIFE IS A DREAM.

Theatre: includes Henry VIII (Shakespeare’s Globe), A Good Night Out (National 
Theatre of Wales), The Father (Chichester), Mahabharata (Sadlers Wells) The 
Odyssey (Lyric Hammersmith/Bristol Old Vic), Bronte (Lyric/touring), After Mrs 
Rochester (Duke of York/touring ), The Clearing, A Doll’s House, Mother Courage, 
The House of Bernarda Alba (Shared Experience), The Magic Carpet (Lyric, 
Hammersmith), Twelfth Night, A Midsummer Night’s Dream (Bristol Old Vic), 
Hamlet, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead, Don Juan, The Hypochondriac 
(WYP), Night of the Soul, Victoria, Shadows (RSC), Olga, Wormwood (Traverse, 
Edinburgh), Nightingale and Chase (Royal Court), Stairs to the Roof (Chichester), 
The Nativity (Young Vic), The Maids Tragedy (Globe), As You Like It (Washington 
Shakespeare Theatre).

Opera: includes The Magic Flute (Graz), Rigoletto (Nevil Holt, Grange Park), Falstaff 
(Grange Park), La Cenerentola, La Gazza Ladra (Garsington Opera), The Magic 
Flute (Opera House, Graz), Snatched by the Gods, Broken Strings (Almeida Opera).

Future projects: include Dark Philosopher - Told by an Idiot (National Theatre of 
Wales), Rigoletto (Grange Park Opera).
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NEIL AUSTIN 
LIGHTING DESIGNER

For the Donmar: RED (also Broadway-Drama Desk Award), Life is a Dream, A Streetcar 
Named Desire, Hamlet (also New York), Madame de Sade, Twelfth Night, Piaf 
(also Vaudeville/Buenos Aires/Madrid), Parade (Knight of Illumination Award,also Los 
Angeles-Garland Award), John Gabriel Borkman, Don Juan in Soho, The Cryptogram, 
Frost/Nixon (also Gielgud/New York/US tour), The Wild Duck, The cosmonaut’s last 
message to the woman he once loved in the former Soviet Union, Henry IV, World 
Music, After Miss Julie, Caligula.

Theatre: includes Welcome to Thebes, Women Beware Women, The White 
Guard, London Assurance, The Observer, England People Very Nice, Mrs Affleck, 
Oedipus, Her Naked Skin, Afterlife, The Emperor Jones, Philistines, The Man of 
Mode, Thérèse Raquin, The Seafarer, Henry IV Parts 1 & 2, Fix Up, The Night 
Season, A Prayer for Owen Meany, The Walls, Further than the Furthest Thing 
(NT), King Lear, The Seagull, Much Ado About Nothing, Romeo and Juliet, King 
John, Julius Caesar, Two Gentleman of Verona (RSC), The Priory, Tusk Tusk, Flesh 
Wound, Trust (Royal Court), Mrs Klein, Judgment Day, The Homecoming, Marianne 
Dreams, Dying for it, Tom & Viv, Romance, Macbeth (Almeida) No Man’s Land (Duke 
of York’s) Dealer’s Choice (Trafalgar Studios) A Life in the Theatre (Apollo), Japes 
(Haymarket).

Dance: includes As One, Rhapsody (Royal Ballet), The Soldier’s Tale (ROH2 & Tokyo), 
The Canterville Ghost (ENB), Pineapple Poll (Birmingham Royal Ballet)

DOMINIC HASLAM 
COMPOSER

Theatre: includes Romeo and Juliet (Ludlow Festival/ Exeter Northcott), Serious 
Money (Birmingham Rep), The White Devil (Menier Chocolate Factory), The 
Elephant Man (Sheffield Lyceum/ UK tour), The Herbal Bed, The Crucible 
(Salisbury), Henry V, Mirandolina (Manchester Royal Exchange), Heroes and 
Invisible Mountains (NT Education Tours); Tartuffe (Watermill/ National tour), The 
Tempest (New Wolsey Ipswich), A Comedy of Errors (Sheffield Crucible), John 
Bull’s Other Island (Lyric Belfast), The Gentleman from Olmedo, The Venetian 
Twins, The Triumph of Love (Watermill, Newbury), Bird Calls (Crucible Studio), 
School of Night, Madness In Valencia (RSC), Dancing at Lughnasa (Watermill/ 
Greenwich), Journeys Among the Dead (Young Vic).

Short Films: Rules of The Game, Spider, The Killing. 

Television: We Are History, Hyperdrive.

Radio: includes Danny Robins’ Music Therapy, Museum of Everything.
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CHRISTOPHER SHUTT 
SOUND DESIGNER

For the Donmar: Piaf, Hecuba, The Man Who Had all the Luck

NY Drama Desk Awards for Outstanding Sound Design – Mnemonic, Not About 
Nightingales. Olivier Award Nominations for War Horse, Every Good Boy Deserves 
Favour, Piaf and Coram Boy.

Theatre includes: War Horse, White Guard, Burnt by the Sun, Every Good Boy 
Deserves Favour, The Hour We Knew Nothing of Each Other, Philistines, Happy 
Days, Coram Boy (also Broadway), Humble Boy, Play Without Words, Albert 
Speer, Not About Nightingales, Machinal (all National Theatre). For Complicite: 
Disappearing Number, Elephant Vanishes, A Minute Too Late, Mnemonic, Noise 
of Time, Street of Crocodiles, Three Lives of Lucie Cabrol, and Caucasian Chalk 
Circle, Ruined, Judgment Day (Almeida), Aunt Dan & Lemon (Royal Court). All 
My Sons, Arturo Ui, Moon for the Misbegotten (New York), King Lear, Much Ado, 
King John, Romeo & Juliet (RSC), Little Otik, The Bacchae (National Theatre of 
Scotland), Far Away (Bristol), Alice (Sheffield).

Radio includes: A Shropshire Lad, Tennyson’s Maud, Disappearing Number, After 
the Quake.
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Context

Introduction to Heinrich Von Kleist (1777-1811)

“The Prince of Homburg was the last play that Heinrich von Kleist completed 
before his suicide in November 1811 at the age of only 34. One of only seven 
complete plays by Kleist, Homburg is now widely regarded as his finest work. In 
his own lifetime, however, Kleist never achieved the widespread literary acclaim 
that he craved.”1

Kleist was born Bernd Heinrich Wilhelm von Kleist on 18 September 1777 in 
Frankfurt an der Oder in the Margraviate of Brandenburg. He entered the Prussian 
army in 1792 at the age of just 15. He served in the Rhine campaign of 1797 but 
he objected to the tyrannical nature of the Prussian army and just two years later 
he gave up his career and left the army with the rank of lieutenant.

“During the reign of Frederick the Great (1740-86), Prussia had risen to the level 
of a genuine European power, largely thanks to the performance of its army. Yet 
its victories were won at the cost of implementing a system of harsh discipline in 
order to keep a conscript army of the unwilling in line. Kleist’s observation – that 
the soldiers were effectively slaves – was no exaggeration.”2

Kleist’s family had a tradition of long-standing loyalty to the Prussian army and 
Kleist’s decision to leave was met with disapproval. Having received only a limited 
education, he went on to study law and philosophy at Viadrina University in 
Frankfurt and following this he secured a post in the civil service, although he left 
this soon after due to illness, or as Elystan Griffiths suggests:

“it seems likely the real reason was an almost allergic reaction to the 
subordination of his moral and intellectual capacities to the material interests of 
the state”.3

In an attempt to escape the oppression of Prussia, he went to live in France but 
became quickly disenchanted by the superficiality and self-indulgence of Parisian 
culture. He moved to Switzerland, where he became engaged, but his lack of 
financial independence following his departure from the army was not appealing to 
Kleist’s aristocratic fiancée Wilhelmine von Zenge, and their relationship came to 
an end. So too did his stay in Switzerland when it was invaded by French troops in 
March 1802.

“Kleist followed with mounting alarm the expansion of French power across 
the European continent. By 1806, he was predicting gloomily the emergence of 
a new European order, ruled over by a series of puppet princes dependent on 
France. That year had seen the collapse of the ancient Holy Roman Empire of the 
German nation, and its replacement by a confederation of medium-sized German 
states whose princes owed their allegiance to Napoleon Bonaparte.”4

By 1802 Kleist had returned to Germany, where he became acquainted with the 
playwrights Goethe and Schiller. By this time Kleist’s work had already begun to 
take a Nationalist tone.

2section
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“His most important work from this period was the play The Battle of Arminius, 
in which he retold the story of the liberation of Germany from Roman occupation 
in 9 CE under the general Arminius. The play is a thinly disguised call for a 
national uprising against the French occupation using all available means... 
Yet the play is not a simple call to arms; it also explores how values that Kleist 
cherished, such as the autonomy of the individual, are violated in the name of 
preserving national autonomy.”5

It was this Nationalism that made Kleist’s plays popular in the National Socialist 
era. Characters such as Armimnius took on the characteristics of a Führer figure, 
and the character of the Prince of Homburg was held up as a figure to be idolised.

“The Prince of Homburg was... interpreted as a story of an education in self-
sacrifice and obedience to an exalted ruler.”6

On 21 November 1811, a year after THE PRINCE OF HOMBURG was written, 
Kleist committed suicide at the age of just 34.

“Perhaps Kleist’s greatest achievement was, in fact, to draw together, in both form 
and content, his abiding concern with political questions with an exploration of 
human consciousness and perception, and an investigation into the problems of 
achieving human freedom within a political order.”7
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Introduction to Prince of Homburg by Jonathan 
Munby.

In Prince of Homburg, Heinrich Von Kleist takes as a centre point an incident 
from Prussian military history that took place in 1675 and places it in his own 
time (1810). He does this in order to have a debate about the kind of Prussia he 
was living in. Today, Denis Kelly has written his version of the play: a new and 
contemporary interpretation that we are presenting in 2010. Let’s examine these 
three reference points.

Prussia in 1675
The original story that the play is based on is a famous battle fought in 1675 called 
the Battle of Fehrbellin. This was a key turning point in Prussian history because it 
was a time at which Prussia was beginning to assert itself on the world stage. The 
Elector, Frederick William I, who was popularly known as the Great Elector, was in 
power at this time and he magnificently led his army to a victory over the Swedes 
in which Prussia stood up to them and against the odds won the battle. The Great 
Elector was a brilliant strategist and a great soldier. He famously rode into battle on 
a huge white mare - it was as if a streak of magnificent light had coursed through 
the battlefield.

Prussia in 1810
About 100 years later, Kleist takes the story of this major battle and retells it in 
the Prussia that he was living in. Prussia was very different in 1810. It was a 
few Electors on and at this stage Friedrick William III was in power. He was a 
weak, shy, reserved and rather pathetic leader, who in actual fact did some rather 
wonderful things, but was certainly not the great military leader the Great Elector 
had been. He was also changing Prussia and turning it into a modern country. This 
included the creation of government, the appointment of a Prime Minister figure, 
and the development of the first schools’ curriculum. He did a lot of great things 
in terms of population and society but he wasn’t a magnificent soldier. So when 
Kleist came to tell this story of a great military leader in his own time, it threw a 
shadow over the person who was running the country.

The play harks back to a time when Prussia was truly great. In 1810 they were 
losing more and more land and Prussia as a kingdom was getting smaller and 
smaller. It was also a time of huge reforms in society and what came with that 
was what we now recognise as modern political bureaucracy, which means loads 
of paperwork and lots of civil servants, so it was really hard to get any sort of 
decision made. One of the ideas at the centre of the play is about a young prince 
who makes decisions for himself, he is informed and ruled purely by his instinct. 
The character, the Prince of Homburg is make-believe and I think that Kleist 
created him in order to make the statement that it’s possible to break through the 
rigors of bureaucracy and let your instinct rule. One of the ironies in the play is that 
the character makes a choice which leads to a victory, but he gets punished for it. 
So I think that Kleist was making a judgement about the Prussia that he was living 
in and his frustrations with that. What’s central to his debate throughout is this 
collision between the state and the individual: How can the individual operate with 
all this new mechanism constricting him?

The plan will 

see our enemy’s 

ultimate 

destruction and 

the end of the 

war
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Donmar Warehouse, London, 2010
So then we move forward to our version of the play which is written by Dennis 
Kelly. And we’ve been interested by how the play has been used by different 
governments and regimes in German history as a means of expressing a particular 
viewpoint. We know that it was one of Hitler’s favourite plays, and it is a strong 
nationalistic play in which someone is prepared to die for a cause. The Great 
Elector was held up as an ideal figure by the Nazi party and there was so much 
of Hitler’s idealism which was about a harking back to a previous great Prussia. 
We’re very interested in this and what we aim to do with this production is to hint 
at a future Germany: a Germany of the 20th Century. We’re going to keep the 
production in period however; we’re going to present Prussia 1810 as the outline 
and it will look and feel absolutely of Kleist’s time but there will be a hint towards 
where that nation ended up at the end of the 20th Century.

The prince decides during the course of the play to accept his punishment and 
become a martyr to a cause. He is prepared to die for his nation and this would 
have appealed to the Nazi party enormously. The play explores the sacrifices that 
an individual is prepared to make for a greater cause, ie. The state, which for me 
throws up a contemporary debate about a justification for sending troops out into 
the Middle East and Afghanistan. I think it hits that debate in an interesting way.

As a director, I never want to sledgehammer those points home. If that was 
the only idea that I wanted the audience to come away with, I would centre the 
production around that, but I want the play to hit the audience on so many levels, 
and it’s about finding a context in terms of design that’s going to release the play 
and allow all of its layers to read as opposed to just one idea. I make sure that 
various ideas are available to an audience but I don’t make it the sole purpose of 
the production and I think what I always do is have a debate with myself in terms 
of how this play resonates with me or us as a creative team and more importantly, 
what it’s going to do to a contemporary audience because they bring their own 
experiences; life and current situation to the evening.
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A Summary of the Plot

ACT ONE

When the play opens, the Prince of Homburg has fallen into a trance-like state, 
half-awake, half-dreaming. He plaits a wreath, which was a symbol of fame and 
success that he had seen in portraits of Roman Emperors in the Berliner hall of 
fame - it looks as if the Prince is fantasizing about his own glory in battle.

Count Hohenzollern brings the Elector, Electress, Captain Golz, Natalia and Pages 
into the garden to see the Prince. Hohenzollern tells them that the Prince has 
been in battle with The Swedes for three days and only now has he returned to 
Fehrbellin. According to the Elector’s orders, the Prince intended to rest for three 
hours before heading out to fight the Swedes again in the Hackel mountains.
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The Elector is intrigued by the Prince’s trance and says, ‘I want to see how far 
this goes.’ He weaves the wreath from the Prince together with the gold chain 
of office from around his own neck. He hands the wreath and chain to Natalia, 
entreating her to raise it in front of Homburg. Homburg reaches up to take the 
wreath and says, ‘Natalia! My love! My bride!’

They all run away and the Prince is left holding Natalia’s glove.

The Elector sends a page to Hohenzollern to tell him that the Elector asks him not 
to tell Homburg what happened as he slept. Homburg wakes up and remembers it 
as a dream but cannot understand how he can still be holding the glove in reality. 
He cannot remember the identity of the woman in the dream and is in a confused 
state. Hohenzollern does not reveal what he knows. They go off to bed before the 
morning’s battle.

The next morning the officers are being briefed for the battle in the plan which 
the Elector has devised. It is Dorfling’s job to read it aloud while the other officers 
are expected to write it down and learn it. Dorfling tells Homburg he has again 
been entrusted with the honour of leading the Brandenburg cavalry. While the 
briefing is happening, Natalia and the the Electress are preparing for departure to 
Kahlkuns, the chancellor’s castle across the Havel, where they will be out of reach 
of Swedish forces. The Prince of Homburg is distracted by their preparations and 
keeps looking at Natalia. His fascination is piqued when she reveals that she has 
lost her glove. Homburg still has the glove he awoke holding last night and drops 
it on the floor. The Elector spots it and exclaims, ‘Look! The lady’s glove; there 
[…] At the prince’s feet.’ The Prince hands the glove to Natalia. He is in awe. The 
ladies depart.

Homburg has not assimilated the battle plan, which is essentially that he mustn’t 
sound the charge until he received orders from an officer of the Elector’s staff. 
Dorfling notices how distracted and impatient Homburg seems to be and asks 
Golz to ensure that he sees Colonel Kottwitz privately before the battle. The 
Elector warns the Prince to keep his cool in the battle. They depart. Homburg 
delivers a soliloquy in which he is convinced that fortune is smiling on him as 
never before and that he will meet her in the battlefield.

ACT TWO

Near the battlefield at Fehrbellin we hear Kottwitz attempting to dismount his 
horse with the aid of Hohenzollern and Golz. Homburg arrives. He has been 
praying in a chapel in the valley. He takes Hohenzollern aside and asks him what 
exactly Dorfling said his orders were the night before. Hohenzollern repeats 
the plan. Truchss and Hennings are leadings the first assault with the infantry. 
Homburg is to stay in the valley with the cavalry until he gets the order to attack.

The battle begins. Homburg is immediately disorientated. They look into the field 
and see the village burning. Then they see Wrangel (commander in chief of the 
Swedish army) starting to flee. Homburg tells Kottwitz to follow and to sound the 
charge. Kottwitz and Hohenzollern question Homburg but submit. Golz dissents 
and Homburg has him arrested. The cavalry charges into battle without receiving 
the order.

The Electress and Natalia take shelter at a small farm house. The page announces 
the Swedish army has been crushed for a year at least. The Electress has just 
received news that the Elector is dead. Truchss enters and describes watching 
him fall from his great white horse. Homburg enters and corroborates the 

Orders must be 

obeyed



15

story. Homburg says that he will continue the work of the Elector. He will make 
Brandenburg free before the year is out. He proposes marriage to Natalia and she 
gives her acceptance with great passion.

A page enters and says that the word at camp is that the Elector is alive! Colonel 
Hennings enters and says it was the Elector’s horse that went down but not the 
Elector. Froben, the Elector’s groom, had offered to ride it, to straighten it out for 
the Elector as it has been skittish. So Froben and the Elector swap horses. As 
soon as the enemy sees the Elector’s famous, magnificent white stallion striding 
into the battlefield they shoot it down. Thus Froben sacrifices himself for the 
Elector.

The Electress, Natalia and Homburg ride to Berlin in the carriage to see the Elector 
and the other officers. Homburg tells the Electress that on the way, he wishes 
to put a request to her (to marry Natalia). She says she will be unable to deny 
anything today to ‘the hero of the hour’.

In the chapel of the Old Castle at Berlin, Froben’s corpse is set down on a 
catafalque. The Elector, Dorfling and Truchss pay their respects. The Elector says 
that whoever led the charge before Hennings had a chance to destroy the bridges 
forced the enemy to flee, and will be court-marshaled. He already suspects it 
is the Prince of Homburg who has disobeyed him. The Prince enters with the 
trophies of war he has won. The Elector places him under arrest. Orders must be 
obeyed!
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ACT THREE

Hohenzollern visits the Prince of Homburg in prison. Homburg expects news of 
a reprieve but Hohenzollern doesn’t bring such news: he has been sentenced 
to death. Hohenzollern can’t understand his complacent attitude towards this 
sentence. Homburg explains that his uncle, the Elector, will never go through with 
it. Hohenzollern tells Homburg that the Elector has asked for death warrant to be 
brought so he could sign it immediately. Homburg can’t believe this.

Hohenzollern tells Homburg that Count Horn, the Swedish envoy, is in camp to 
sue for peace and has proposed a match between Natalia and the Swedish King. 
The Electress has offended the Elector by telling him that Natalia is spoken for. 
Hohenzollern asks Homburg if this is to do with him.

Homburg believes in this moment that his proposal of marriage to Natalia is 
responsible for the Elector’s decision to go through with his execution rather 
than pardon him as the law permits. He goes to the castle where the Electress is 
preparing Natalia to ask the Elector to save Homburg’s life.

He begs the Electress to beg for his life. He breaks down and admits his fears of 
death. The Electress reveals she has tried this and it didn’t work. Natalia says she 
will go to the Elector and beg for Homburg’s life. The Prince says he will give up 
his hopes of marrying Natalia if it will help to save him.

ACT FOUR

Natalia enters the Elector’s study and proceeds to beg the Elector to pardon the 
Prince of Homburg. She tells the Elector that the Prince has just been to visit and 
begged for mercy. This seems to deeply affect the Elector. He says that the Prince 
is pardoned and he writes a letter of pardon to the Prince and asks Natalia to 
deliver it.

Golz comes to Natalia with a petition to the Elector, requesting the pardon of the 
Prince of Homburg. He asks for Natalia’s signature and tells him there is no need 
for the petition, as the Elector has just issued a pardon for Homburg. Yet she still 
entertains some misgivings about the abrupt change of heart in the Elector and 
so decides to sign the petition as insurance. Natalia tells Golz that the Elector has 
asked her to order Kottwitz to leave camp and return to town. Natalia and Golz 
leave to visit Homburg together.

Natalia arrives at the prison and tells Homburg he is free. He reads the letter from 
the Elector which says that when he ordered Homburg’s arrest he believed he 
was doing his duty, and goes on to ask a question , ‘if you believe that I have done 
wrong then give me two words’ and you shall be free immediately. Natalia realizes 
immediately that the Elector has set a trap for Homburg. Homburg is disturbed 
by the conundrum. Natalia tries to persuade him to write and say he believes 
the Elector has done wrong but he can’t bring himself to do it. He knows that 
according to law he has done wrong and it would be ignoble to beg the Elector’s 
forgiveness. Natalia leaves him and commands Golz to take the letter to Kottwitz 
and to get all of the army to Berlin before midnight.

Glory isn’t won in 

dreams
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ACT FIVE

The Elector learns that Kottwitz’ men plan to free the Prince by force if the Elector 
won’t agree to release him.

The page enters with a letter from Homburg. Kottwitz, Hennings, Hohenzollern, 
Golz and Truchss arrive and demand an audience with the Elector. Kottwitz hands 
the Elector the petition which has now been signed by the whole army. The 
Elector demands to see Kottwitz’ written order to return to Berlin and discovers 
it has come from Natalia on his behalf. The Elector tells Kottwitz that he and his 
squadron may carry out Homburg’s execution tomorrow. The Elector reads a letter 
from Hohenzollern which contends that Homburg’s haste to sound the charge in 
battle was the fault of the Elector because of the manner in which he tempted 
his spirit by winding his chain into the laurel wreath and offering it to Homburg as 
he dreamed, so that he became convinced that he would win victory, honour and 
Natalia in the next day’s battle. The Elector dismisses this, saying it is just as much 
Hohenzollern’s fault for leading him into the garden to see Homburg dreaming in 
the first place.

Homburg enters. He reads the petition and tells Kottwitz that he wishes to 
embrace death – he is happy to be the sacrifice that will fortify the Elector’s 
military law. He asks one condition of the Elector: that he doesn’t sell Natalia to 
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the Swedish Count Gustav Karl in order to achieve peace – peace should rather 
be fought for and won on the battlefield. The Elector agrees that he will tell the 
Swedes that Natalia is the wife of the recently deceased Prince of Homburg and 
Homburg leaves.

The Elector says they will continue the war in honour of Homburg’s request. But 
only for three days. Another trick.

The Elector, Electress, Hohenzollern, Natalia appear. The squadron arrive. The 
Prince of Homburg is executed by firing squad.
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Jonathan Munby talks about the influences on 
Kleist and his place in European history.

From dreams to reality
Kleist was fascinated by a philosopher called Immanuel Kant who was proposing 
some fairly radical ideas in the 18th and 19th centuries. He was challenging ideas 
of what’s real and what’s not and was suggesting that the subconscious mind is 
more real than anything we perceive in reality. Kleist was really interested by this 
and it seems that the dreams in Homburg have a greater reality for the Prince than 
real life does and of course the irony in the play is that he is sleep walking but the 
vision that he sees is real. In the play there is a tension between both reality and 
illusion and the individual and the state. What the Prince has is an extraordinary, 
over-developed left side of his brain. He’s in touch with an otherness which so 
many of the other characters in the play, especially the Elector, aren’t. He has 
imagination, he has instinct, he’s a poet and he’s a dreamer. There’s a kind of 
beauty and fragility to him and Kleist uses that to frame him within the dream as 
a counterpoint to the stricture of this very strong, hard military world. The dreams 
in the play throw up a debate about what’s real and what’s not, but it also seeks to 
underline the Prince as a character: who he is and how he functions.

Kleist’s Kant Crisis
The other thing to mention in terms of literary and artistic tradition is that we are 
in the Age of Enlightenment here and Kleist comes out of this age. Everything 
is being challenged and the individual is being empowered to challenge – that’s 
where this existential questioning comes from. It was Kant actually who said ‘dare 
to know’: he was challenging us to have our own objective thought and that’s 
exactly what Kleist was doing. The problem with Kant was that he was stripping 
away all of the foundations of philosophy that was born out of the age of reason 
and saying that we don’t know whether we exist or not: we don’t know whether 
this cup exists, we don’t know whether that room outside that door that we think 
is there exists, when we sleep we don’t know if that’s real or not, we don’t know 
if we have objective view, we don’t know if we have subjective view. It was this 
complete dismantling of everything that we knew that sent writers like Kleist into 
crisis and in fact this period in Kleist’s life is referred to as ‘Kleist’s Kant Crisis’. 
There’s a great German phrase which sums up a lot of the artistic output at this 
time and it’s called “STURM UND DRANG”, which literally translates to ‘storm and 
stress’. Playwrights, poets, novelists, musicians and painters were all dealing with 
the fallout of the Enlightenment thinking. They questioned themselves: Do I exist? 
What is existence? What is my place?

In terms of this production, Dominic [Haslam, the composer], myself and all the 
creative team have all been submersing ourselves in the music and art of this 
period. There is a very famous German artist called Caspar David Friedrick and 
his work is Romantic with a capital ‘R’ and a small ‘r’. All of his landscapes are an 
idealised view, but the fascinating thing about Friedrick is that all of his figures are 
staring away from the observer, out into a distance, contemplating who they are, 
where they are and what they are. The idea is that here is a young man standing 
on this precipice staring into this landscape questioning his existence and his place 
and that resonates very much with our play.

Battles aren’t 

won with pens
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Kleist “described how an encounter with Kantian (or perhaps Fichtean) philosophy 
had led him to conclude that all perception was irredeemably faulty. In a 
memorable analogy, Kleist argued that if people had green glasses in place of 
their eyes, they would be unable to tell whether the objects they saw were really 
green, or whether they merely appeared so. By extension, he continued, the 
human intellect was unable to discern between truth and the mere appearance of 
truth, since the mind itself affected how the world was perceived.”8

Kleist’s place as a writer
The playwrights Schiller (who wrote Mary Stuart, Don Carlos and Wallenstein) 
and Goethe (whose most famous work is the two-part drama Faust) precede 
Kleist as major German playwrights of this era. Wallenstein is an interesting 
play by Schiller because it hints at some of the ideas in Prince of Homburg. It 
also centres around a Swedish military leader called Wrangle who’s mentioned 
in our play, so the Swedes and the Swedish invasion is obviously a subject that 
German writers come back to. Goethe and Schiller are writing in this new wave of 
German romanticism, and Kleist comes out at the end of that and pushes theatre 
to another place; his writing still has elements of romantisism, but it’s also an 
arena for philosophical debate. His plays are also very poetic: he writes in verse 
(although our version isn’t, but it’s no less poetic) and I think it opens the door to 
later German and European writers who wanted to move into realism but hold 
onto this philosophical debate about life and existential questions and so on.

“Goethe admired Kleist’s talent, but he warned him in 1808 against writing 
plays for a theatre that did not yet exist. Kleist also expressed deep admiration 
for Goethe, although his works challenge, perhaps to a greater extent than 
Kleist himself realised, the humanist values which Goethe’s classical writings 
propounded. Along with many others, Goethe was clearly uncomfortable with 
the relentless focus on what Kleist memorably termed ‘the fragile constitution of 
the world’. His plays and stories abound with situations where established order 
– metaphysical, socio-political, intellectual – comes under strain, often amidst 
considerable violence.” 9

You can see Kleist’s influences very clearly and the audience will see Shakespeare 
in it too. There are bits of Hamlet and King Lear in there, and there are all sorts 
of other plays in there. In terms of Kleist’s writing, if you read the other plays 
(and none of his plays are as successful as this one) you get the sense that he 
is playing around with ideas that come fully into focus with this play. He killed 
himself soon after he wrote Homburg and I think there is a sense that he reached 
a zenith with his own creativity with this play and he realised there wasn’t much 
of a future. His family came from a strong military background and he had a huge 
pressure on him to become a certain kind of person, he was even trained as a 
soldier, but he, like the prince in the play, had another side to him, and there was 
a massive tension in him about how that was reconciled – about how the soldier 
and the poet can co-exist and I think that’s part of the reason why he implodes on 
himself. There was always a sense that he was the black sheep, an outsider, and 
in some ways The Prince of Homburg is an autobiography.
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Caspar David Friedrick and German Romanticism

Woman Before The Rising Sun, (1818)

Caspar David Friedrich was a Nineteenth 
Century German Romantic Landscape 
painter, a contemporary of Kleist. 
He is most famous for his allegorical 
mid-period works which frequently 
feature a contemplative figure standing 
silhouetted, facing out into a vast 
landscape. His main innovation in 
landscape painting was that he set 
out to depict the sublime act of the 
contemplation of nature, rather than 
the beauty of the view itself, which 
had been the convention in landscape 
painting previously. In placing the figure 
with its back towards us, he encourages 
us to step into the figure’s shoes and 
experience what they are feeling or 
seeing. Friedrich said, “The artist should 
not only paint what he sees before him 
but also what he sees within him.”

“These images are part of the inspiration for the state in which we discover Prince 
Homburg at the top of the play.” Explains Resident Assistant Director, Titas Halder. 
“So he’s not just dreaming. He’s in a sort of contemplative trance. Surrounded by 
nature.”

Wanderer Above The Sea of Fog, (1818)
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TO THE MOON - Goethe (1789)

BUSH and vale thou fill’st again 
With thy misty ray, 
And my spirit’s heavy chain 
Castest far away.

Thou dost o’er my fields extend 
Thy sweet soothing eye, 
Watching like a gentle friend, 
O’er my destiny.

Vanish’d days of bliss and woe 
Haunt me with their tone, 
Joy and grief  in turns I know, 
As I stray alone.

Stream beloved, flow on! flow on! 
Ne’er can I be gay! 
Thus have sport and kisses gone, 
Truth thus pass’d away.

Once I seem’d the lord to be 
Of that prize so fair! 
Now, to our deep sorrow, we 
Can forget it ne’er.

Murmur, stream, the vale along, 
Never cease thy sighs; 
Murmur, whisper to my song 
Answering melodies!

When thou in the winter’s night 
Overflow’st in wrath, 
Or in spring-time sparklest bright, 
As the buds shoot forth.

He who from the world retires, 
Void of hate, is blest; 
Who a friend’s true love inspires, 
Leaning on his breast!

That which heedless man ne’er knew, 
Or ne’er thought aright, 
Roams the bosom’s labyrinth through, 
Boldly into night.

“To The Moon is a period poem by Goethe, who was a key writer in the German 
movements of Romanticism and Sturm und Drang, which are both influential to 
Jonathan’s production. Dominic Haslam [composer], has set the first verse of 
the poem to music, which becomes a motif accompanying the moments where 
Homburg finds himself in a dream-like state.” Titas Halder, Resident Assistant 
Director
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Sturm Und Drang
Sturm Und Drang translates as ‘Storm and Stress’. It is the name of a German 
Literary Movement of the Late 18th Century which held up Nature, Feeling and 
Human Individualism. It was a reaction against the Enlightenment movement, 
which held up ideals of Rationalism and Empiricism and which had come before. 
Proponents of Sturm Und Drang felt that the Enlightenment movement had failed 
to capture the essential experience of what it is to be human, by placing too much 
constraint on expression. Both Goethe and Schiller were pioneers of the Sturm 
und Drang movement. Artists who belonged to the movement gained a reputation 
for creating provocative work which represented extremes of emotion.

During this period there was a growth in German Drama. Gotthold Ephraim 
Lessing began writing plays in the 1770’s, making a case to his contemporaries 
that they should adopt Shakespeare as a model for their work, rather than looking 
to French dramatists of the time such as Racine. Lenz, Klinger, Wagner and Muller 
were also writing at this time, though many of their works are yet to be translated 
into English.

The Prince of Homburg was written in 1809-10, and not performed until 1821 after 
Kleist’s death. Kleist knew both Schiller and Goethe personally and sympathized 
with them politically. Schiller too, began writing as a means of escape during his 
enforced military service.

The Donmar has an ongoing interest in this turbulent and generative period of 
German Theatre. Michael Grandage directed Schiller’s DON CARLOS (1787) with 
Derek Jacobi in 2004 and the Donmar Production of Schiller’s MARY STUART 
(1800) directed by Phyllida Lloyd played on Broadway last year. Danton’s Death, 
written by Georg Buchner, in 1835 is currently playing at The Olivier in a new 
production by Michael Grandage.

Does he think it 

doesn’t matter 

whether our 

homeland is ruled 

by statutes or a 

tyrant’s whim?
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Father Against Son – Frederick Versus Frederick (An inspiration for The 
Prince of Homburg?)

There were several notable conflicts between Electors and Princes in the 
Hohenzollern dynasty however the cold war between Frederick William, and his 
teenage son, the future Frederick the Great, was the greatest Father-Son conflict 
of the age.

“Never had the struggle between Father and Son been waged with such emotional 
and psychological intensity. The roots of the conflict can be traced in part back 
to Frederick William’s profoundly authoritarian temperament. Since he himself 
had always been scrupulously respectful in his dealings with his father, […] he 
was completely unable to understand any form of insubordination from his heir. 
Coupled with this was a conceptual and emotional inability to detach his own 
person from the administrative achievements of his reign, so that any failure of 
deference appeared to place his historical accomplishment, and the very state 
itself, in jeopardy.”10

Their personalities were very different. The crown prince was a sensitive child, 
fond of reading and solitude. Frederick William set out a tough regime for his 
son in an attempt to toughen him up. As a teenager, the prince would attend 
military reviews, inspection tours, and council meetings. In private, the prince 
rebelled, playing the flute and reading French philosophy. His father stepped up 
the pressure in an attempt to reclaim him. He was violent with him and would slap 
him and humiliate him in public.

In 1725-7 Frederick William had been negotiating for the marriage of his son to the 
English Princess Amalia (and his sister Wilhelmine to The Prince of Wales). The 
prospect of this double marriage created factions for and against across Europe. 
Ultimately the idea was abandoned. But it was the way his Father had manipulated 
and bullied him throughout these negotiations that was the major trigger for 
Frederick’s attempt to run away from Brandenburg-Prussia in August 1730.

Prince Frederick planned his escape throughout the Spring of 1730 with a twenty-
six year-old officer named Hans Hermann von Katte from the Royal Gensdarmes 
Regiment. He was Prince Frederick’s closest friend. According to Dr. Christopher 
Clark, a contemporary memoir reports that they “carried on like a lover with his 
mistress.”11

They were too obvious in making their escape-plans in public and the Elector 
became suspicious of them. Katte was denied leave from his regiment and 
couldn’t get away and so at the last minute, the Prince ran off alone, but was 
captured. Frederick William ordered that his son be imprisoned in the dungeons at 
Kustrin. He was forced to wear a convict’s uniform and the guards weren’t allowed 
to speak to him.

He was subject to an inquisition in which the officials were given a great list of 
questions to put to the Prince including:

179: What does he consider to be a fit punishment for his action?

180:  What does a person who brings dishonour upon himself and plots 
desertion deserve?

183: Does he consider that he still deserves to become king?

184: Does he wish his life to be spared or not?
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It is interesting to note the parallels with the Elector and Prince of the play. Here 
the Elector seems to seek to engage the Prince in practicing his own judgment 
and punishment, binding him in a moral code it is too shameful to break, in just the 
same way as in The Prince of Homburg.

Christopher Clark writes: “The haranguing, anguished, obsessive tone of 
these questions and the implicit references to the death penalty convey a clear 
sense of the king’s state of mind. To a man obsessed with control, such direct 
insubordination seemed the greatest abomination. There is no reason to doubt 
that at times the execution of his son seemed to the king to be the only possible 
course of action.”

The Prince replied to the Elector with an appeal for mercy, stating that “his life 
was not so dear to him, but His Royal Highness would surely not be so harsh in 
his treatment of him.”12

The Elector devised a punishment for the Prince which was harsher even than 
the death penalty. This was the execution of Katte. The Prince begged the Elector 
to allow him to renounce the thrown, or be executed in his place. The Prince 
was sentenced to watch the execution of his friend. At the moment of Katte’s 
execution he fainted. In the months afterwards, he was gradually allowed back 
into life at court and went on to rule for 46 years as Frederick The Great.



26

Inside the Production Process

Jonathan Munby introduces the concept for 
the production

Our production of THE PRINCE OF HOMBURG will be set in 1810, the period in 
which Kleist was writing, but we’ll be creating our own world within that setting. 
That’s important because this is a new translation of a 19th Century play, based on 
a 17th Century story – it’s a hybrid anyway. We are creating our own Prussia – our 
own world for this play to exist in. It’s the Prussia of Dennis Kelly’s PRINCE OF 
HOMBURG.

The Prince of Homburg is a play that has many contrasting locations: prison, the 
battlefield, a great hall, a chapel, a farmhouse – so we need a space that could 
give us all of those locations, but we also need to be able to get in and out of 
them quickly. So it’s an open space, but there’s something about the oppression 
of absolutist rule in Prussia that we want to hint at. There’s also an obsession 
with death in the play as with many of the artists and writers of this time. There 
will be a sense of neoclassical architecture that has been so popular throughout 
Prussia, not just in the 19th century when this was written, but again hinting 
forward to the Germany of the early 20th Century to Hitler and his architect Albert 
Speer. Speer’s vision for the new Berlin (Germania) was based on neo-classical 
buildings: temples, mausoleums and so on. We want to create an environment 
that allows us to hint at Speer’s vision for a modern Germany but is also classical 
in its form, belonging to the world of Kleist in the early 19th Century. So the stage 
will be a stone space, with a real stone floor (which was very important to the 
designer, Angela Davies and I) and a stone wall and a stone ceiling piece. It will 
feel claustrophobic: you will feel trapped inside and at times it will feel airless. It is 
absolutely the world of the Elector and his new regime.

In this quite brutal space we have very delicate pieces that we will use to change 
it, so a very large delicate glass chandelier will come down and light the great hall 
in which will be placed delicate gold chairs and the play also begins with the image 
of a golden wreath. The womens’ clothes will probably be embroidered with metal 
thread, so there is a fragility to things within this environment as well.

Within the space we need to be able to find the Prince’s beauty, creativity, fragility 
and softness, which we are continually counterpointing with the stark, hard-edged 
quality of the Elector’s world. The play opens and closes with a dream. There is an 
extraordinary, beautiful moment when the Prince enters the stage at the beginning 
of the play and the play ends up in the same space as the opening - in the walled 
garden of the castle for his execution. The Prince is led out as he starts to face the 
firing squad and it feels dream-like. He’s blindfolded and having these extraordinary 
visions and there’s a sense of a question in him as to what he’s perceiving as real 
and as he stands against the wall to face the firing squad, I think hopefully for the 
first time the audience will realise that there are bullet holes in this back wall and 
actually we end up where we started: this young boy, facing his death, against a 
wall that has seen many executions. The most moving moment of the play for me 
is when the prince, as he faces the firing squad smells the flowers. He picks them 
up and asks for them to be put in some water just before the shots are fired.

As part of the set, there is the emblem of the Prussian eagle and the Elector’s 
desk will sit in front of it. It will be there for the prison scene in the second half 
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and when we have that moment of the execution, the banner will drop to reveal 
an upper level, so that the Elector and the Electress and Natalia will be standing 
above the Prince as he’s shot. With the Donmar’s brick wall behind it, there will be 
no escape; it will still feel airless and claustrophobic.

As in all of my work, music and sound will play a huge part by underscoring key 
moments. Dominic [Haslam] is writing two strains at the moment. One piece of 
music, which can be very much associated with the Prince, is an extraordinary, 
beautiful piece of choral music based on a Goethe poem of the period, To The 
Moon, which will be sung. And the second strain is exploring both the military 
sound of the Elector’s world and also the pomp and circumstance of certain rituals 
that have been created around this time. So at the funeral procession, we’ll hear 
an Agnus Dei being sung by an all male chorus (the company). We’ve also set 
another piece of German text to music. It’s an early Lutheran hymn about sacrifice 
which was very popular at the time and it has four harmonies which we’ll hear the 
boys sing beautifully.
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It’s important that Kleist gives us the real people as well as the royal family and 
the leaders. There’s a scene in a farmhouse, where we get to see a farmer and his 
wife and we see the effect of war on the population. It’s an incredibly important 
moment, and there’s an absurdity to it: they’re just getting on with their life in this 
war-torn environment and in comes a grief stricken Electress thinking that her 
husband is dead and she and her entourage occupy the farmer’s house and the 
farmer and his wife are pushed to the back.

The other thing to point out is that almost throughout the play we are at war with 
Sweden, so there is war raging close to where the play is set and that’s a really 
important fact - we will hear the constant rumble of war. More than that, after the 
first garden scene we go into the great hall of the castle and Kleist does a really 
cheeky ironic thing: there’s a group of soldiers getting their instructions to go into 
battle and the other side of the stage we have Natalia, the Electress and some 
women having breakfast. The Prince is caught between the two, and war is raging 
a few miles away. We will hear huge explosions and feel the theatre rattling and 
see the chandelier shaking and shafts of dust will fall into light, while men plan 
huge warfare, as we have this rather absurd image of women eating breakfast 
with their luggage ready to go. The play is full of these sorts of counterpoints and 
contrasts.
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Interview with Jonathan Munby and Ian 
McDiarmid

The rehearsal room is calm and focussed and the passion of the whole company 
for the project is evident. After an exciting morning’s rehearsal, Jonathan Munby, 
the director, and Ian McDiarmid who plays the Elector share their thoughts about 
their work on the play so far.

We’re at the end of the third week of rehearsals. Could you tell us how you 
get started working on a play like this and a bit about the shape of your 
rehearsal process?

JM: I spend the first two and a half weeks working through the play sequentially, 
approaching every scene with everyone around the table. We’ve involved Dennis 
[Kelly, the writer] in that as well because it’s been useful to hear the choices he’s 
made with the version. I also like to involve the whole company in this work so 
that as we begin to build the world, we all have a shared understanding. We pick 
through it on the page and clarify for ourselves the intention of each character and 
also ask those questions of each scene: where we are, when it is and what the 
circumstances are just before the scene and so on. So everyone within the scene 
has a very clear idea of what it is we’re trying to achieve and of the story we’re 
trying to tell.

And then we try and get on our feet as soon as we can after that. I try and balance 
it between discussion work and playing. Things happen on your feet that you can’t 
ever predict sitting around a table and the world really becomes flesh and bone 
once you have people playing it in a space.

The Fatherland 

you wish to 

create will stand, 

father, like a 

fortress.
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How do you go about building that world which is so different to our own?

JM: What’s always hard is taking a group of people into a period context not just in 
terms of physicality but also into a mindset as well. We’re placing this production 
in 1810 roundabout the time that Kleist wrote it and had imagined it would be 
performed - although it wasn’t actually performed in his lifetime. And we’ve done 
that for a number of reasons, not least because the play absolutely makes sense 
within the period it was written in terms of the sensibilities of these people and 
the tensions in Prussia at the time that Kleist was writing. But it’s a challenge to 
get us there: we’re creating a world that only exists with people in a space. And 
the sooner we get to that, for me, the better. So it’s discussion, then on our feet, 
then learning any music we need to learn and doing some movement sessions as 
well which feed all of that. If we sing in this world, what is that? If we bow, if we 
curtsey, if we salute, if we greet each other, if we kneel, what is that? Also this is 
a military world – so what is it to wear uniform, what is it to wear a sword? What 
is it to obey all of this protocol and etiquette? What does it mean? There are so 
many coded gestures and pieces of behaviour, which Kleist’s audience would have 
understood immediately that we might not as a contemporary audience but as a 
group of actors we absolutely need to know because obviously the consequences 
of it ricochet through the scene. So climbing into the period and also into this 
world are the initial challenges in rehearsal.

We had to get to grips with this really difficult piece of European history which is 
enormously complicated. We had a wonderful historian that came to visit us on 
day two called Christopher Clark. He put the play, and also the battle the plays 
centres around, into historical context. It was important to get our heads around 
that before we created our version. Kleist takes this battle of 1675, and places it 
in his own time so we had to learn about 1675 as much as we had to learn about 
1810. It would be like taking a famous battle fought during the Second World War 
and placing it now. Kleist was doing the same thing.

Why does Kleist decide to do this?

He was doing it to have a discussion about the difference in leaders. When the 
battle of Fehrbellin was fought in 1675 the Elector of Prussia was the Great 
Elector who was incredibly successful in expanding Prussia. He was a fantastic 
military man and won this great victory which was a catalyst for his success. The 
Elector that was ruling when Kleist was writing the play was much weaker; he 
was not a great military mind. In Kleist’s time Prussia was decreasing in size and 
was becoming weaker and weaker. So he sites this famous victory in order to 
point out the inadequacy of his own leader and the Prussian military of the time.

He also wanted to have a conversation about bureaucracy. He lived in a very strict 
bureaucratic Prussia where one had to get agreement from five different Councils 
and Ministries before any kind of law was passed. This period was the birth of red 
tape - there was masses of paperwork flying about and you see that in the play.

This results in a sort of stricture. Kleist was a soldier and he left the army because 
he couldn’t deal with the stricture of protocol and the strict rules. He felt that there 
was no room for the individual to breathe so he resigned his commission.

IM: He also felt that it denied humanity and inevitably led towards fascism.

JM: And that’s at the core of the play.



31

IM: It’s also based on a true incident. There was a Prince of Homburg who did 
disobey in that crucial battle. He takes this as a starting point.

JM: The real Homburg was a very different person from his Prince in the play. 
Very, very different. But he did make a mistake. He disregarded a rule though they 
won the battle nonetheless.

JM: One of the great ironies of the time was that when the play was being 
written, Napoleon was tearing through Europe and conquering. Indeed Kleist 
wrote the play partly as a response to two great battles that Prussia lost in 
succession at the hands of Napoleon. And one of the reasons why Napoleon was 
so successful was that he allowed his generals freedom. There was a battle plan, 
there was an idea holding them together, but he allowed them a freedom to be 
spontaneous and to follow their heart, as opposed to a Prussian organised military 
who stuck rigidly to an idea and couldn’t improvise and couldn’t move so they 
were annihilated on the battlefield because of that. They were stuck in formation.

IM: In the play the Elector is entirely clear in his mind. It’s the Fatherland über 
Alles. That’s his rule. He’s inflexible. And Colonel Kottwitz, who’s much more of 
a humanitarian says, you can’t run battles like that. People have got to be able to 
make up their mind on the spur of the moment, that’s part of the skill of being a 
soldier as well. And the Elector says no, the orders are there to be followed to the 
letter. Otherwise there’s no discipline. There’s no army. It can’t grow, it can’t be 
strong. It can’t win.

IM: What’s interesting about the play is that Kleist humanises all the characters. 
The two opposing sides – the protagonist and the antagonist – the Prince and the 
Elector – share many things and each learns from the other.

JM: They have a deep understanding of each other. It becomes then a kind of 
power struggle between the two men: they use each other.

IM: We don’t know about the Prince’s family but he was adopted virtually by the 
Elector and the Electress and that’s true of the princess Natalia too, the Dutch 
princess. And they would seem to be the natural successors but events mean that 
that can’t happen.

What drew you to the play? Why did you want to do it?

IM: It’s a fascinating play. It’s ambiguous. It’s always changing. You never know 
where it’s going to go. That also applies to the characters. So with any luck that’ll 
apply to the audience - not least because it’s a very unfamiliar play. There have 
been some productions, but not many, so most people coming to see it will not 
have seen it before and not know what’s going to happen next, which is a huge 
advantage for us all.

JM: Absolutely.

IM: And indeed for the audience.

In this play events move at such a pace, and people apparently adopt one position 
one minute and then change it to another. It’s very interesting because so much 
of the play goes on underneath the lines and it’s very very skilfully written. You’d 
imagine that there’d be lots of scenes of confrontation because it’s packed with 
the potential for that but usually this confrontation happens indirectly – in the way 
that it might happen in a sophisticated contemporary play. This is a sophisticated 
classical play. And it’s part of an early movement towards psychological realism, 

Luck. I want my 

orders obeyed.
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towards Ibsen and so on. So that’s fascinating for us as we’re mapping the 
individual psychology of the characters and that’s often conveyed to us indirectly. 
So every moment seems to be fraught with all sorts of things. Most of the scenes 
are very short: you start a scene and very quickly you think ‘oh my god I’ve got 
to the end of it already!’ But the scenes are drama-packed and Dennis [Kelly] has 
very much attended to that in his version. But he’s also taken it and deepened it in 
a way, and made it even more political.

JM: I think there’s a great economy both in Kleist’s and in Dennis’ version. There’s 
a brevity - so much happens on a particular line. The kind of shock waves that 
ripple on not just through the scene but beyond the scene as well. And, as Ian was 
saying, there’s a huge amount of subtext that supports each individual moment 
which has been really fascinating to unpick and discover. These characters define 
and redefine themselves in the moment. As the situation changes they sort of 
become a different thing and they can start a certain scene or situation on one 
foot and because of circumstances they’re on a completely different foot, in a 
completely other place by the end of it. There’s lots to discover in it. But it’s a 
great puzzle and there’s a great game to it too, I think. The audience will see.

You mentioned the politics. It’s obviously a post-Nazi Germany version of a 
pre-Nazi Germany play, but it’s striking how much the seeds of fascism are 
present in the fabric of the text. Is this our knowledge of Twentieth Century 
Germany something you’ve wanted to reflect in the production or to avoid?

JM: It’s something we’re embracing to a certain extent. It’s unavoidable. Doing 
a play that looks at these particular ideas, ie, the State versus the individual, the 
struggle of the individual, and the tension between the heart and the head, it’s 
impossible to discuss those concepts in a German-Prussian context without 
acknowledging in some way the recent history of that nation. Especially in a play 
where phrases like Nationhood and Fatherland are so prevalent. We’ve wanted 
to acknowledge this and have a debate about it. And Dennis has been interested 
to explore it. It’s documented that it was a popular play in Nazi Germany as it had 
been popular and adopted by other regimes at other times in German history. It 
does tap into a fundamental idea of who we are within the context of a nation, and 
it deals with national identity.

Tonally, the play feels very rich.

IM: It has perhaps an unexpected area of humour. It’s really quite funny. 
Sometimes because these people are, literally, on the edge of absurdity as you are 
when you’re on a war footing. Often the laughs are there just because humour is 
part of Kleist’s skill. The Elector wants to create not only a perfect order but also a 
kind of state bureaucracy and that’s always slightly absurd because it never really 
works. It works up to a point and then it breaks down because somebody doesn’t 
have a pencil. That doesn’t happen in the play but that kind of thing can happen. 
That’s also true of quite a lot of Ibsen’s plays. People think that they’re rather 
serious and rather solemn but they’re not. From the author’s point of view there’s 
often a sort of vein of irony which runs through the text.

JM: It’s usually about humanity.

IM: Exactly.

JM: And the human endeavour and the collision between an idea and a human 
being.
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IM: And also the gap between aspiration and the possibility of achieving things. 
However, that doesn’t mean to say the stakes aren’t high for all the characters. A 
play like Jon Gabriel Borkman for example which everyone thinks is very gloomy is 
also shot through with comic moments. I think when the stakes are high in plays 
there are very few playwrights who don’t tend to the fallibility of humanity which 
is always fun!
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Interview with writer Dennis Kelly

“ROMANCE VERSUS ORDER, FLESH AND BLOOD VERSUS NUMBERS”

I caught up with the playwright Dennis Kelly who told me a bit about the choices 
he made when creating this version of The Prince of Homburg.

What made you want to embark on writing this version?

I get asked to do a lot of translations and versions. But I can only do it if I feel a 
connection with the play. I didn’t know The Prince of Homburg when Michael 
asked me if I was interested in doing the version so I went away and read it and I 
loved the world of the play. Funnily enough there are some moments in the play 
that feel very contemporary. For example, in the battle scene, where people are 
describing the battle and everyone is interrupting each other, it feels like a very 
modern way of writing – I write with a lot of interruptions. So there’s something 
very immediate about it that I liked. There is something quite seductive too 
about German romanticism. The thing about German romanticism as opposed to 
romanticism as we know it – Byron and that sort of thing – is that they thought 
humour was important. I read it and I thought, this is quite funny! It’s beautifully 
written and very powerful and there are a lot of emotional moments but it’s 
also funny and it’s meant to be funny. Kleist didn’t just stumble upon funny – he 
wanted to be funny.

Can you describe your first encounter with the play?

The scene that really drew me to it was the scene where Homburg breaks down. 
This was the reason why it was banned [by Friedrick William III in 1828]. There’s 
a scene where Homburg gets on his knees and begs for his life like a coward. 
I thought that this was an amazing scene - to see this great hero begging. I 
think Kleist is a much more complex man than people have thought. He seems 
incredibly conflicted man. He might have been homosexual – we’re not sure. He 
was intensely patriotic. At the same time, he couldn’t get on with the military and 
despised what it turned men into. He was from a very prestigious family and was 
constantly struggling to achieve something. So he’s a very conflicted person and 
this is a very conflicted play: odd things happen. At times it feels like a dream.

What is your process when writing a version?

On a mechanical level you are given a literal translation which you go through line 
by line – and the line might be something like “Where did I leave my bag?” And 
you could say “Where did I leave my bag?” or you could say “Where is my bag?” 
or ‘Has anyone seen my bag?” So there are a lot of different ways of changing 
each particular line. And then beyond that there’s a few further things you can do: 
you can look at the play and think, I like this theme - I might not be so keen on 
the other themes - so I’ll pull that theme out. What was difficult about this play 
is that I don’t speak German – so the hardest thing about that is really coming to 
understand what you believe the playwright intended.

I think with a play like The Prince of Homburg which is a classic play, I can’t hurt it. 
Anything I do, the play will still be there. It felt quite liberating to do some different 
stuff with it. And in fact, I changed the ending.

All this law. I 

don’t care about 

law. The only 

thing left is my 

love.
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Why did you change the ending?

I didn’t like it!

In fact, there’s sort of two answers to that question.

One answer is that if you google the play, you’ll find people who say it’s a play that 
is essentially a hymn to obedience and discipline. If you google a bit further, you’ll 
find that Adolf Hitler was a big fan of the play. But I think that’s a big misreading of 
the play. Kleist rejected the army. Jonathan [Munby] found his resignation letter, 
and in it he’s very scathing of military discipline and of people being turned into 
machines. In the original play, the Prince who has been undisciplined, decides that 
discipline is the right way and the Elector forgives him. In the past the Elector has 
been adopted as a kind of dictator, a proto-Hitler if you like. He’s not like that at all. 
It felt it was important to reclaim the play from that Nazi-narrative. That’s the clever 
answer!

The less clever answer is that I misunderstood the play and when I first read it, I 
thought, ‘oh he dies, it’s great!’ And then when I got into the play, I realised that 
I’d got it wrong and he didn’t die, and I preferred my mistake.

So I think both answers are true. The first answer is true in my head. The second 
answer is true in my heart. It’s a very difficult thing to do as a writer to change the 
ending of a classic play because who the hell am I to go changing Kleist’s ending? 
But as I say - the play’s still there. I’m not going to hurt it.

The other thing is that, what I felt the ending did was to take away a lot of the 
drama from the preceding scenes. So if Homburg goes to prison for disobeying 
orders and all the way through he’s facing the death sentence and then in the 
last moment, the Elector reveals that he’s not going to go through with it, it’s 
kind of a happy ending. In a way, I felt, it’s important for the Elector to want to go 
through with it. And then once I started thinking that, I thought, well what happens 
if he does go through with it? What does that do to the drama? I think it does 
something quite interesting to the part of the Elector. It makes the fight between 
the Elector and Homburg much more intense. It does some interesting things 
to all of the parts around Homburg if the threat is a real threat. We’ll see. It’ll be 
interesting to see what people think of it.

Were there particular themes you found you wanted to draw out?

The theme I pulled out more than might be present in another version, was order. 
So, on one side you’ve got romanticism, and everything human and physical 
and natural and spiritual. The romantic paintings are always full of storms which 
embody the conflict within humans, I think. On the other side, you’ve got rules 
and regulations, and I liked the idea of this. So I pulled that idea out of the text: 
the idea that the Elector is trying to impose order on a Prussia that is essentially 
disordered. There were something like 360 principalities within the Holy Roman 
Empire – it was a huge place. And I imagined the Elector to be a character who 
was trying to pull this together – probably for the right reasons. He is not an Adolf 
Hitler. I think he’s probably right in what he’s doing but in the process of that, you 
lose something that is human.

You think The Elector is right?

The Prince of Homburg is wrong. If you step back from it and step outside the 
world of the play for a minute and look at it objectively, the Prince charged into 
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battle early because he wasn’t listening. No soldier would be able to get away 
with that at court martial. We learn in the play that the Prince might have done this 
once or twice before. He’s a hero and everyone loves him but at the same time, 
he must have cost the Prussians lives, the Swedish army are still out there – an 
army who we know were horrifically brutal. In a way the Elector is right. Armies 
should do what they’re told. I don’t think he wants to hurt the Prince of Homburg. 
I don’t think he wants the Prince of Homburg to be the one who’s going to die for 
this but he does need to die for this so that everyone else will realise.

In establishing the number system of things, we lose some of our humanity. 
Humanity is often very clumsy and ugly and is messy. Whereas the numbers are 
nice and clean. Good plays don’t give you a right and wrong. I think the way we’ve 
done it encourages you to think the Prince is right and the Elector’s wrong. The 
original version allows you to think they’re both right because of the happy ending. 
The things that are conflicting within the play are what’s really interesting about it.

Were you interested to explore themes of Fascism or even Nazism within 
this production?

We’ve picked it out in my version but words such as Fatherland were in the 
original. Although I believe in German, Fatherland isn’t a difficult word. We 
understand Fatherland to mean Nazi Germany, but I don’t think it does in Germany.

The play was written at a time which was very different from our own. And the 
debates about loyalty within it are very difficult for us. It’s difficult to understand 
that kind of loyalty to the Fatherland, Nationhood, as anything other than endorsing 
a kind of totalitarianism.

The play was banned for being too shocking. It was never performed in Kleist’s 
lifetime and could never have been performed. And the things that he’s saying, 
the debates about loyalty – to our mind an endorsement of loyalty - then would 
have been seen as a shocking kind of indictment of loyalty. The thing that I find 
most difficult about connecting it to Nazism is that it can be a bit of a cheap shot 
at the play, and not only at the play, but at the German people. Hopefully, we’ve 
negotiated that and I’ve tried to make us like the characters and feel warmth to 
the characters.

Kleist was a poet as well as a warrior. Not such a difficult thing in those days. 
Nowadays, when most people don’t serve in the army, and we don’t have war on 
our doorstep all the time, there’s a much bigger polarity between the military and 
the arts. In Kleist’s time, those things could live side by side.

How much have you been in rehearsals and what’s your involvement been?

I was there for the first two weeks. Generally with a play, you sit around a table for 
a while and then you stand it up. There’s a moment when you’re useful as a writer 
and then there’s a moment when you’re harmful. The moment you’re harmful, is 
the moment not to be in the room. You have to be very careful as a writer not to 
demand things of people. In your mind you can hear something and think, ‘that 
sounds wrong, you’ve got that wrong’, but you can’t say, ‘it’s like this’. You know 
when you’re learning to drive, you’ve got some bloke sitting next to you going 
‘left hand down, change gear’ – you’re rigid, you can’t move. It’s only when you’ve 
passed your test and you’re on your own, you learn how to drive. Things that 
people tell you aren’t as useful as things that you discover yourself.

The highest rule 

is the one that 

beats within the 

hearts of your 

generals.
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How much has the script changed over rehearsals?

Just little bits. Not so much in the last few weeks. The biggest changes were 
earlier, probably in the couple of drafts before rehearsals. Jonathan and I chatted 
about the play and there were some really interesting things Jonathan had to say 
about individual characters like Hohenzollern who I hadn’t quite got a grip on. But 
the more we talked, the more we felt he was this character who’s best friend is 
good-looking, good with women, a better poet, and good at winning battles – and 
Homburg seems to do it so easily. Although Hohenzollern loves him, he probably 
hates him as well. And that suddenly made the character much more interesting. 
Also the character of Kottwitz, for example, I’d seen as a bit of a clown, but 
Jonathan pointed out that there might be more to him than that.

Why did you decide not to write the play in verse?

One of the big things about Kleist’s original version is that it’s written in verse. 
So not only have I changed the ending, but I’ve abandoned the verse. I suppose 
I did that because I don’t really like verse very much. A better reason, I suppose, 
is that I could create a kind of poetic language without it being in verse. Because 
we’re not so used to verse these days, in a strange way, it sort of sits on top 
of something, it doesn’t feel like it’s inside it. English as a language is incredibly 
rhythmic which makes it such an interesting language for drama, I think. Because 
English is such a bastard language, the rhythms are all over the place, and they 
dance around so I kind of felt that we could maintain a kind of poetry to the 
language but without sticking to the verse.

Rehearsal Diary by Resident Assistant Director 
Titas Halder

(Week 1)

We’ve had a great start to rehearsals for THE PRINCE OF HOMBURG over at the 
Jerwood Space. We spent most of last Monday morning getting to know each 
other, and in the afternoon, we read the play as a group.

On Tuesday afternoon, we were visited by Dr. Chris Clark, who is an expert on 
Prussian history, and author of one of our key research texts. Everybody found his 
talk on Prussia exciting, illuminating and helpful, and he was brilliant at being clear 
and concise about what is an extremely complex and sophisticated history of a 
kingdom.

On Wednesday, Laila Diallo (movement) worked with Jonathan and Charlie to 
discover the dreamlike quality of the Prince’s movement through his vision at the 
top of the play. We used some Pina Bausch images and the paintings of Caspar 
David Friedrich as inspiration for the mystical and heightened tone.

Dominic Haslam (Composer) taught the full company a German hymn, which will 
be sung during the funeral procession at the end of Act 2. The music calls have 
been a great way of helping the cast to bond, and their singing is sounding great.

From Wednesday afternoon to Friday, the calls were broken down into individual 
scenes in order to start working through the whole play. Jonathan has set up the 
convention of working through each scene round the table for clarity and sense, 
before getting it up on its feet to make a start on staging and shape. This way, we 
will have worked through the shape of the play once by the second week.
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(Week 2)

Last week was a strong week of building work. Primarily we have been continuing 
to work through the play in chronological order – round the table for sense and 
clarity, and then up on our feet to get a shape for staging. We are making very 
good progress, and are into the final act.

Laila ran a company movement session to consolidate the manners and actions 
intrinsic to court – getting used to formal acknowledgement and salutes/
curtsies, and cementing the differing status of each character and each person’s 
subsequent attitudes towards them. Dominic has also been in periodically to take 
sessions consolidating the singing of the hymn.

The whole company has also been having costume chats and fittings with Angela 
[Davies, the Designer]. Stage Management are also continuing to work quiet 
wonders producing everything needed in the room so various pieces of military 
costume and paraphernalia are being incorporated into rehearsals – a crucial 
help when it comes to negotiating the space with swords and flasks hanging off 
uniforms etc.

Dennis and Jonathan have been carefully making small adjustments to the text 
as required – there has needed to be some clarification over locations and people 
and who is doing what exactly offstage. It has been so useful to have Dennis 
present, and his presence in the room is always positive. The feeling of the room 
treads a great balance between concentrated and jovial, and the large company is 
continuing to bond happily. This week, we look forward to completing a shape for 
the whole play.
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(Week 3)

This week was a focused week of work. We finished going through the play on 
Monday, which meant that from Tuesday onwards, we started the process of 
revisiting the play from the beginning, having constructed a shape for staging 
the play, and having gained a greater understanding of the history and character 
relationships.

Last week, the room was focused on the actors, led by Jonathan. The piece is 
now forming as a coherent whole – the contrasts of the large crowd scenes and 
their counterpoint two/three-hander scenes are starting to reveal the moments 
of building tension and injections of pace. As the actors are becoming more and 
more comfortable with lines, scenes such as the battle at Fehrbellin are suddenly 
starting to come alive as they create the momentum and feel of the battle as an 
ensemble.

Chris Shutt came in to set up the rehearsal sound system, and give us some battle 
sound, which was invaluable. Dominic also gave us some options for transitions, 
so the atmosphere leading into and out of scenes are starting to become apparent.

This week we will continue our work through the play, and look forward to starting 
to run scenes together.

(Week 4)

At the beginning of the week, we finished working through Act 5 for the second 
time, putting the complex beats of Act 5 Scene 1 together bit by bit. We also 
solidified the shape of the execution scene, putting together the work on the text 
with the movement work that Laila had overseen for Homburg’s death.

Mid-week, we restarted work from the top of the play, with the focus on 
running scenes together within acts. We’re at the stage where we are making 
breakthroughs and cracking certain scenes whilst needing to give more attention 
to others, so we are spending time on whatever is necessary - we made some 
real progress on the third and fourth acts towards the end of the week, which 
meant that on Saturday we could return to focusing on getting the atmosphere of 
the very top of the play right.

Dominic and Laila have also both been present at various points, to put the 
finishing touches to the hymn and to the moments of stylised movement. 
Dominic also worked with the cast individually to record their parts for the Hymn 
underscore. As we start to run scenes together, the Stage Management team are 
in the room more, as they are incorporated into the scene changes, so the room is 
feeling lively and busy. We look forward to running the play, and to seeing you at 
the end of the week!

(Week 5)

An end of the week note to update you on where we are just before we make 
the leap into the theatre. It’s been a straightforward week in terms of the call 
structure – Monday we worked through the first half and then staggered through, 
and Tuesday we worked through the second half and then, similarly, staggered 
through. Wednesday – Saturday are composed of runs, followed by working 
afternoons. The piece is becoming more and more vivid and complex as Jonathan 
adds to it layer by layer.
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The creative team have been as present as possible, and so Jonathan has been 
conversing with Neil, Dominic, Christopher and Angela about the various design 
elements, and any little changes that can be brought into the room at short notice, 
such as newer versions of scene change music, have been implemented.

Some of the Donmar office staff have been in to watch the runs, which is so 
important as it means we have an audience, and moreover, it is a bridge towards 
the idea of putting the piece into the theatre and performing in front of other 
people.
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PRINCE OF HOMBURG in 
performance

Exercises

Given Circumstances
An exercise which Director Jonathan Munby likes his company of actors to work 
on together at the start of rehearsals, is to ascertain the given circumstances for 
each scene. This involves asking yourself a lot of questions about Where and 
When the Scene is taking place and What has just happened immediately before 
for each character. How do they arrive in the scene? Where have they been before 
they enter and What have they been doing?

“This helps us all to agree on what story it is that we are trying to tell.”

Jonathan Munby

4section
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EXERCISE 1:

Look at this extract from ACT ONE, SCENE ONE.
The Prince of Homburg, bare headed with his shirt open, sits on a bench beneath an oak tree in the 
castle gardens, half awake, half asleep plaiting a laurel wreath.
The Elector, his wife, Princess Natalia and Captain von der Golz, all lead out by Hohenzollern. Pages 
light their way with torches. Hohenzollern stops, turns back to the group.
Hohenzollern So…
  For three whole days our brave cousin, this Prince of Homburg hurls himself and 

the Reuter Cavalry like a fist into the Swedish army, has them on the run, this way 
and that, for three days. Only this evening does he bring himself back to Fehrbellin, 
panting and breathless to receive your orders. Which were, were they not, to rest 
for no more than three hours, long enough to fodder, then to advance into the 
Hackel mountains and oppose Wrangle and his Swedes before they dig in along the 
Rhine?

Elector They were.
Hohenzollern  Well, following your grace’s orders to the letter he stands before his men ‘get 

ready, we ride at ten, lads’ then hurls himself into the straw like some great hound 
to snatch a few hours of rest for his mighty sinews before the decisive battle

 Pause.
Elector And?
Hohenzollern  The hour has struck. The horses are mounted. The cavalry waits, the grass before 

the gate has in fact been stamped bald and who is missing? The man himself. The 
Prince. The Prince of Homburg, their valiant leader. With torches, lanterns lights, 
they seek their hero and find him… where?

 Takes a torch from a page and lights up the Prince.
  Dreaming! Lured to this garden, a sleepwalker in love with the moon. And what 

does he do in this trance-like state? He plaits a wreath of fame to his own glory, 
fantasising the wondrous dreams of posterity.

 Beat.
Elector What? No…
Hohenzollern Yes. He’s down there…
Elector Is he asleep? He can’t be asleep.
Hohenzollern He is asleep. Call out his name and he’ll drop like a stone.
Electress Oh, for heaven’s sake! Stop this, the young man’s not well…
Natalia He needs a doctor, does he need a doctor?
Electress Don’t waste time playing games, help him!
Hohenzollern  My dear, compassionate ladies, he is as well as I am. Believe me the Swedes will 

be finding out tomorrow just how well the Prince of Homburg is. This is nothing 
more than the quirk of a defiant spirit.

 Beat.
Elector I want to take a closer look at this.
  He moves forward. Everyone moves with him, Natalia indicating that the torch 

bearers should stay back, but Hohenzollern stops her.
Hohenzollern  No, it’s fine. The whole place could go up in flames and he’d sit there, gazing as if it 

were the sparkle in his diamond ring.
 They all move forward, the Elector closest.
Elector What are those leaves he’s plaiting? Is that… willow?
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Hohenzollern  Willow? For a hero? No, that’s laurel. Just like he’s seen in the portraits of Roman 
Emperors in the Berliner hall of fame.

Elector Laurel? Where on earth did he find that?
Hohenzollern Ask the gods.
Electress  There’s probably some around the back, that gardener’s always growing odd things.
Elector Odd indeed.
 I wonder what’s stirring in the breast of this young fool.
Hohenzollern  Nothing more than tomorrow’s battle, my lord. Stargazing. He already sees his 

victor’s crown plaited with sunbeams.
Natalia He’s finished.
Hohenzollern  If only we had a looking glass. We could watch him posing this way and that, like a 

maid with flowers in her hair.
Electress What’s the matter with you?
Hohenzollern I…
Elector I want to see how far this goes.
  Very carefully the Elector reaches down and takes the wreath from the prince. 

Homburg, looks up at him and blushes.
 The Elector takes his golden chain from around his neck.
 Beat. No-one moves.
  He wraps the chain into the wreath. Hands it to Natalia, who, after a moment’s 

hesitation takes it.
 Homburg stands, agitated.
  Beat. The Elector steps back, entreating Natalia to raise the wreath (which she 

does), but also bringing her back with him.
 Suddenly Homburg moves forwards, arms outstretched.
Homburg Natalia! My love! My bride!
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• Work out The Given Circumstances.

• As a group, write a list of questions – as many as you can think of.

Eg: What year is it? 
- What season is it? 
- What month is it? 
- What day is it? 
- What time is it? 
- What weather is it? 
- What temperature is it? 
- Where are they? 
- Where is the castle? 
- Who does the castle belong to? 
- Where is the castle in relation to the oak tree? How far is the walk between the two? 
- What is the battle Hohenzollern is talking about? 
-  What have Hohenzollern, Homburg, The Elector, The Electress, Natalia, Golz been doing for the 

last three days? (the answer will be different for each of them)
- What have they been doing for the last ten minutes?

•  There are lots more questions to ask of the first scene in order to begin to establish the given 
circumstances. See how many you can think of.

•  Then, as a group, see which you can answer as FACT – ie – which answers are in the text, and 
which answers you make a creative guess or ASSUMPTION about which seems to fit the story you 
all want to tell.

•  Through this process you begin to walk in the shoes of the characters, experiencing the 
temperature, time of day, appetite, fatigue. You can begin to unlock the text and step into the world 
of your character.
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EXERCISE 2: 

Take another Scene that interests you and repeat the exercise. You’re beginning to build a file on the 
experiential quality of the world of the play.

Actions
One of the ways in which Director, Jonathan Munby communicates with his actors is to ask them to 
pin down specifically what it is that they are trying to do on a certain line. This may sound easy. But 
it’s a very challenging process of stripping away to the barebones of what a character wants in a 
certain moment and what tactic or action they are going to use in order to get it.

Actions are transitive verbs. They involve the ‘doing’ of something to another person! For example: 
to shame, to delight, to expose, to embrace, to rally, to abandon, to release, to sweeten. There are as 
many as you can think of.

They are extremely useful in rehearsal as they can help an actor when they aren’t quite sure what 
they are doing with a certain line. As a director, you might suggest Natalia uses a line to ‘shame’ 
The Elector, or that Hohenzollern uses one to ‘rally’ Homburg and it can make the performance more 
active and driven.
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EXERCISE 3:

Look at this extract from ACT FOUR SCENE ONE
 The Elector’s study. He is at his desk with some papers.
 Natalia enters.
 He looks up. Before he can say anything she kneels.
Natalia Father of Brandenburg!
Elector Natalia, what…?
 He tries to get her up.
Natalia Let me, please.
Elector What are you doing, girl?
Natalia In the dust at your feet I want to beg for the life of Cousin Homburg.
 He steps back.
  Not for me, though my heart aches for his, I confess, but I don’t want him for 

myself. He can marry anyone he wants. I only want him to live, Uncle. To be 
himself, free not cut down, alive, I beg this of you, my friend, my greatest lord and I 
know that you will listen.

 He gets her up
Elector Please!
 He moves away. Beat.
 What are you saying?
 Do you know what cousin Homburg has done?
Natalia Oh, uncle…
Elector What? Has he done nothing then?
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Natalia  The youthful, blue-eyed misdemeanour of a child who should be lifted into his the 
arms of forgiveness before the words ‘I’m sorry’ are even uttered. You, uncle, are 
not a man that could kick a boy aside with your foot. For his mother’s sake alone 
you would press him to your heart and say ‘don’t cry, you’re as precious to me 
as trust itself’. Wasn’t it lust for the glory of your name that led him into battle a 
fraction of a second too soon? Wasn’t it love for you that seduced him to break your 
law? And, oh, how he broke it! Hasn’t he stepped on the serpent’s neck? First you 
crown him because he wins, then you sever the head that wears the crown? History 
does not ask this of you, uncle. This would be an act so aloof as to be almost 
inhuman, and god has not created a kinder man than you.

Elector My dear child…
 Beat.
  Look, even if I were a tyrant, I truly believe that your words could not fail to melt 

a heart made of iron. But I ask you – can I overthrow a court of law? Think of the 
consequences.

Natalia For who? For you?
Elector What? No, not for me. For me? No, child.
  But do you not think there are things in this world higher than me? Do you not 

understand that in this army there is a sacred ideal that men sacrifice their lives to 
called the Fatherland? Nationhood? Are you not aware of these words?

Natalia  This is what worries you? Nationhood? Our nation will not fall to pieces because 
you show mercy. What your military mind sees as disorder – to rip up the judges 
verdict – is in fact order of the highest kind. Military law must be respected, I know, 
I know, but so must the law of the heart. The Fatherland you wish to create will 
stand, father, like a fortress. And it will endure storms far worse than this clumsy 
victory. It will breathe, it will flourish, glorified by your descendants, beautified with 
spires, lush and magical. But what will it be if you cement a friend’s corpse into its 
foundations?

•  Decide what tactics/actions you think Natalia is using in order to beg mercy from the Elector.

•  Try playing different lines in different ways.

•  Does it work better if she uses softer actions (placate, mollify, reassure, sweeten)? Or if she uses 
stronger actions such as (challenge, unmask, blame, reject, provoke, belittle)?

•  What actions is the Elector using in the scene?

•  Are they well-matched?
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EXERCISE 4

Write your own Version
Dennis Kelly created this version of The Prince of Homburg. He describes being given a literal 
translation and going through the translation line by line and making decisions about how you might 
change each particular line.

“..the line might be something like “Where did I leave my bag?” And you could say “Where did I leave 
my bag?” or you could say “Where is my bag?” or ‘Has anyone seen my bag?” … So you look at each 
line and make decisions. And then, above and beyond that …You can look at the play and think, I like 
this theme - I might not be so keen on the other themes - so I’ll pull that theme out…”

•  This extract is the opening of a literal translation of The Prince of Homburg by Heike Roemer 
(September 2007). A literal translation is a translation which has striven to be as close to the 
original as possible without any interpretative or creative choices having been made. Although, of 
course, some people would argue that there’s no such thing as a ‘literal’ translation, as interpretive 
choices are made all the time in the act of translation.

•  Read it a couple of times and have a think about
- which themes you might want to pull out or highlight
-  what kind of impact you want the opening of your version of The Prince of Homburg to have – do 

you want it to feel like a thriller/fast-paced/humorous/dream-like?
-  How do you see the characters of The Elector/Hohenzollern/Homburg etc? How are you going to 

establish these characters in the dialogue?
-  Is there a particular image you want to open with?
-  Where do you see it being set?
-  What time in history is your version set in?

Then have a go at writing your version. Be creative. Don’t feel you have to stick to the text as is 
presented here. Follow your interest.
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ACT ONE
Scene 1
The Prince of Homburg, bare-headed and bare-chested, is sitting underneath an oak tree, half awake 
and half asleep, plaiting a wreath.
The Elector, his wife, Princess Natalie, Count Hohenzollern, Captain von der Golz and others quietly 
come out of the castle and look down on him from the railing of the ramp. Pages with torches.

HOHENZOLLERN  There’s the Prince of Homburg, our brave cousin, who, leading the Reuter cavalry, 
rather lightly sent the Swedish on the run for three days and only reported back 
today to the Fehrbellin headquarters, quite out of breath; didn’t you order him to 
rest no longer than three hours for feeding and then, right away, advance up to 
Hackelmountains, to oppose Wrangel once more who has tried to dig in along the 
Rhyn?

ELECTOR I did indeed!
HOHENZOLLERN  Now, following your strategy, he has instructed the leaders of all squadrons to 

prepare their departure for ten o’clock at night and then he flung himself into the 
straw, exhausted, panting like a hound, to give his tired limbs a rest before the 
battle that awaits us at the first ray of light tomorrow morning.

ELECTOR So I heard! – Well?
HOHENZOLLERN  Well, now the hour has struck, the cavalry has mounted, the field before the gate is 

stamped flat and who’s missing? The man himself, Prince of Homburg, their leader. 
They search for the hero with torches, lanterns, lights and find him – where?

 (He takes a torch from a page)
  On the bench, look, like a sleepwalker, where moonlight has lured him to, and you 

didn’t want to believe me; busy, dreaming, plaiting a grand wreath of fame for his 
very own posterity.

ELECTOR What!
HOHENZOLLERN  Indeed! Look, he’s down there! (He lights down from the ramp)
ELECTOR Fast asleep? Impossible!
HOHENZOLLERN Yes, fast asleep! Call him by his name and he will collapse. (Pause.)
ELECTOR The young man is ill, that’s for sure.
NATALIE He needs a doctor - !
ELECTRESS  Somebody should help him I believe; don’t spend any time mucking about!
HOHENZOLLERN   (giving away the torch) He is truly well, my compassionate ladies, but by god, I’m 

not! And the Swedes will feel it when we meet tomorrow in battle! Trust me, it’s 
nothing more than a mere trick of his spirit.

ELECTOR  Indeed! A fairytale! Follow me, friends, let’s take a closer look.
 (They all climb down the ramp)

Literal translation of The Prince of Homburg by Heike Römer
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Ideas for further study

Endnotes

(Endnotes)
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11 Ibid. P. 106
12 Ibid. P.107
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