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Prince Hal prefers to spend his time frequenting the
taverns of Eastcheap with the errant knight, Falstaff.
Though Prince Hal has been leading a life of drinking and
debauchery, he acknowledges that he will take up his royal
duties and join his father when the time is right, thereby
redeeming himself publicly and seeming more virtuous and
noble. In the meantime, however, Prince Hal plays a joke
on Falstaff: after Falstaff has committed a robbery at
Gadshill, he is robbed in turn by a disguised Prince
Hal. At the tavern, Falstaff relates an elaborate tale
of being accosted by a hundred men who stole his
booty. When Prince Hal reveals the truth, Falstaff
pretends to have known all along and insists that he
didn’t fight back because he didn’t want to harm the
heir to the throne.

Prince Hal takes control of the royal army, appointing
Falstaff as the leader of a company of foot soldiers. Under
this new leadership, the King’s army meets the rebels at the
Battle of Shrewsbury. Glendower and Northumberland have
deserted the cause, leaving Hotspur to face Prince Hal’s
forces alone. King Henry offers to pardon the rebels if they
will disband but Worcester, the messenger, refrains from
informing the others.
On the battlefield, the rebel Earl of Douglas engages King
Henry in combat, getting the better of the King until Prince
Hal comes to the rescue, causing Douglas to flee. Hotspur
enters the scene and clashes swords with Hal in one-on-one
combat that will determine the winner of the battle. During
their fight, Douglas re-enters and wounds Falstaff, who
plays dead in an effort to avoid being killed. Hal succeeds in
killing Hotspur, but Falstaff later tries to take credit for the
slaying. With the rebel forces defeated and scattered, the
play ends with King Henry and Prince Hal departing side-byside to battle Glendower and Mortimer.
Credit: Museum of Modern Art

ing Henry IV tenuously rules England as a man who
usurped the throne and is not ordained by God. He is a
ruler beset with troubles: rebellion in England and attacks
by Scottish forces moving across the northern border.
Henry postpones his crusade to the Holy Land when he
learns of the defeat and capture of his loyal Mortimer by the
Scottish warrior, Glendower. On another battlefront Henry
Percy, nicknamed Hotspur, has quashed a Scottish
uprising. Though King Henry is annoyed when Hotspur
refuses to hand over his captives to the crown, he admires
Hotspur’s bravery and wishes his own son, Hal, displayed
the same noble qualities.

The throne is threatened when King Henry confronts
the Percy family over Hotspur’s refusal to hand over
prisoners. Hotspur demands that the King ransom
Mortimer but King Henry refuses, believing Mortimer
has defected to Glendower after marrying the
Welshman’s daughter. The Percys, deeply resenting
the fact that the man they helped to the throne
intends to enforce absolute obedience, begin to plot
their revolt by joining with the Welsh and Scottish
forces. They immediately run into problems before
the battle when Northumberland takes ill,
Glendower’s forces are delayed and quarrels break
out over the division of England once King Henry is
defeated.
While Hotspur and the rebels plan their revolt, King
Henry rebukes his son for neglecting his royal duties
at court and on the battlefield, comparing him
unfavorably to the valiant Hotspur. The chastised

Orson Welles as Falstaff and Keith Baxter as Hal in the film Chimes at Midnight,
(1965).
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Who’s Who in Henry IV, Part 1
Allies to the Crown
King Henry IV (1367 – 1413): The eldest surviving son of John of Gaunt, he was called
Bolingbroke after the Castle of Bolingbroke and also Henry of Lancaster after his mother,
Blanche of Lancaster. His right to succeed the king on grounds of heredity was invalid as
Edmund de Mortimer had been named the heir-presumptive by Richard II.
Henry, Prince of Wales (1387 – 1422): The Prince of Wales, commonly known as Hal,
was the eldest son and heir to the throne of Henry IV. Contemporaries offer no witness to
the wild youth Shakespeare depicts. As Henry V, he claimed a right to the French throne
by virtue of his descent from Isabel, the daughter of Philip IV of France and wife to his
great-grandfather Edward II. He married Catherine of France in 1420.
Prince John of Lancaster (1389 – 1435): The third son of Henry IV, John became the
Duke of Bedford in 1414 and fought under his brother, Henry V. As Regent of France, he
relieved Orleans in 1429 and arranged for the execution of Joan la Pucelle (Joan of Arc) at
Portrait of Henry IV.
Rouen in 1431.
Earl of Westmorland (1364 - 1425): Created the first Earl of Westmorland by Richard II, Ralph was an ally of Henry IV and
the sixth Baron Neville of Raby.
Sir Walter Blount: Shakespeare casts Sir Walter Blount as an ally of Henry IV who, disguised as the king, is killed by
Douglas on the battlefield. There is no historical evidence that Sir Blount existed.

Rebels Against the King
Henry Percy, Earl of Northumberland (1342 – 1400): The brother of the Earl of Worcester,
Earl-Marshal under Richard II and father to Hotspur. He conspired with Owen Glendower and
Edmund Mortimer against Henry IV and was killed on Bramham Moor. In the play Percy does
not go to battle due to illness, leaving Hotspur to fight alone against the King’s forces.
Henry Percy surnamed Hotspur (1364 – 1403): The eldest son of Percy, Earl of
Northumberland, and at first a nobleman fighting for Henry IV, defeating the Scots at
Humbledon Hill in 1402. He joined the rebellion against Henry IV when forbidden to ransom his
brother-in-law, Sir Edmund Mortimer. Shakespeare credits Hal for killing Hotspur at the Battle of
Shrewsbury, but no historical evidence supports this.
Thomas Percy, Earl of Worcester (1344 – 1403?): Admiral of the North Fleet under Richard II
and created Earl of Worcester in 1397. With his brother the Earl of Northumberland he rebelled
against Henry IV. In the play, Worcester fails to inform Hotspur of King Henry's generous terms
to the rebels to avoid war and is put to death after the Battle of Shrewsbury, along with Sir
Richard Vernon.
Sir Edmund Mortimer, Earl of March (1376 – 1409?): Richard dies naming as his official heir
Edmund Mortimer, who is the great-grandson of Lionel, Duke of Clarence. Edmund is named as
Richard's heir because he is the son of Lionel, the next surviving son of Edward III after Edward
the Black Prince. Shakespeare seems to confuse two Mortimers—the heir to Richard II and the
man who supposedly fights Glendower on Henry IV's behalf. In the play it is later revealed to
the king that Mortimer married Glendower's daughter and led a thousand men to their deaths to
join his “enemy.”
Statue of Henry Percy, Earl of
Northumberland, located at the
Beverly Minster in Yorkshire, England.
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Richard Scroop (1350 – 1405): The Archbishop of York who supported the rebellion against Henry IV and was later
executed for treason. At the end of the play, Scroop’s forces are gathering with those of Northumberland's for future war
against the king.
Archibald, Earl of Douglas (1376? – 1439): Guardian of Scotland and a rebel against Henry IV, Douglas was at first
Hotspur’s opponent. In the play, Douglas and Hotspur join forces against the king’s army. Douglas almost kills King Henry
until Hal drives him off, and nearly kills Falstaff. After his defeat, he was pardoned by Hal for his noble manner, though there
is no historical evidence to support this claim.
Owen Glendower (1359? – 1416?): Father to Lady Mortimer and a potent figurehead of Welsh nationalism since he rose up
against the occupying English in the early 15th century. He was of aristocratic stock and laid claim to the title of Prince of
Wales. Little is known about this man depicted by Shakespeare as a magician who rebels against Henry IV. Glendower's
forces do not make it to the final battle, dooming Douglas and Hotspur to certain defeat against the king’s forces in Act V.
Sir Richard Vernon (? – 1451): A rebel against Henry IV. Not much is known about the historical figure. In the play, Vernon
opposes Worcester's plan to deny Hotspur any knowledge of King Henry's terms for ending the rebellion, leading to Vernon’s
execution after Hotspur’s forces have been defeated.
Lady Percy (Kate) (1371 – 1417): Historically, Elizabeth Mortimer, wife to Hotspur and sister to Mortimer. She was born at
Monmouth and is reported to be an ancestor of Winston Churchill.
Lady Mortimer: The daughter of Glendower and wife to Mortimer. In the play, she has no scripted lines, as she speaks only
Welsh. Not much is known about her historically.

Tavern Folk
Sir John Falstaff: A fictional character based on the historical figure Sir John Oldcastle, who died in 1417. Oldcastle, later
Lord Cobham, was probably a friend of the historical Prince Hal. He was executed for his heretical Wycliffite beliefs, later to
be designated a blessed martyr by Bale and Foxe. Shakespeare’s Falstaff is the witty leader of a
gang of petty thieves and close friends with Hal. Falstaff leads a group of troops against the
Percy rebellion, fakes his own death and later claims that he killed the already dead Hotspur.
Gadshill, Poins, Peto, Nym and Bardolph: Fictional characters in a band of petty thieves
who are associates of Falstaff and Prince Hal.
Mistress Quickly: A fictional character, Mistress Quickly is the Hostess of the Boar's Head
Tavern in Eastcheap.

Falstaff, an ink and watercolor sketch by
George Cruikshank, (1858).
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The Wars of the Roses

B

ecoming the King of England is no easy task, but
keeping the crown once you had it was even harder in 15thcentury England. During that time the Wars of the Roses
tore the nation in two. The
conflict centered around two
opposing sides of the same
Plantagenet family—the
Houses of York and
Lancaster, both descendents
of King Edward III—who
fought for possession of the
crown for 100 years. The
name “Wars of the Roses”
comes from the traditional
use of the red rose as a
symbol for the House of
Lancaster and the white rose
as a symbol for the House of Edward III
York. Shakespeare dramatizes the conflict in a series of
eight plays: Richard II, parts one and two of Henry IV, Henry
V, the three parts of Henry VI and Richard III. Although the
first battle of the war was officially fought in 1455, the roots
of the war can be traced to a question of succession in
1377.
The rules of succession were strict and male-oriented. Heirs
to the throne were chosen according to royal bloodlines,
following the concept of Divine Right of Kings. Divine Right
is based on the belief that God selected the king’s family to
rule England, therefore only members of the royal bloodline
or direct descendants of the king could become the next
monarch. The order of inheritance was based on
primogeniture—the right of the eldest son to inherit his
parents’ estate. Primogeniture, the rule of inheritance for
both citizens and sovereignty, included many provisions in
case an eldest son did not exist or died prematurely. In
primogeniture’s most basic form, when a king died, the
crown passed to his eldest son. If his eldest son
predeceased him and had no heir, the crown passed to the
next oldest son, and so on through the sons. If no male child
was born to the monarch, the crown then passed to his
eldest daughter. If the deceased monarch had no children,
the crown would go to his oldest brother. If this brother died
before the king, the crown passed to the king’s next oldest
brother. The order of succession stretched far beyond
siblings and children to guarantee an undisputed heir to the
throne, even if the king’s entire immediate family died before
him.

According to Divine Right, any attempt to remove a proper
monarch would be seen as acting against God’s will—a
mortal sin deserving divine punishment. A question of
succession and a potential violation of Divine Right incited
the Wars of the Roses and began with the death of Edward
III.
Edward III outlived four of his seven sons including his
eldest, who was also named Edward. Young Edward earned
the nickname the “Black Prince” during his conquests in
continental Europe, where he overpowered armies and won
lands for England. According to Divine Right, the Black
Prince should have succeeded Edward III. When his eldest
son died suddenly, the grief-stricken Edward III fell ill and
died shortly after. Even though Edward III still had surviving
sons, the Black Prince had a son, Richard, who inherited the
throne (through primogeniture, the descendant of the
deceased assumes succession rights). At ten years old,
some noblemen claimed Richard was not ready to assume
the throne; many supported
one of his adult uncles—John
of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster,
or Edmund of Langley, Duke
of York, the fourth and fifth
sons of Edward III. King
Edward III’s Privy Council (his
advisory group of wealthy,
powerful lords) decided that
the boy should be crowned
King Richard II and that his
uncles should act as regents,
or primary advisors. The
Dukes of York and Lancaster
Richard II
accepted this decision and
maintained their regent status well into Richard’s adulthood.
In his thirties, King Richard II began ruling England on his
own, but failed to appease frequently feuding English lords.
Political squabbles and frequent battles created chaos and
unrest; eventually even Richard II’s own Privy Council
began to doubt his ability to rule. These negative opinions of
the king led the descendents of Lancaster and York to
consider usurping the crown.
Shakespeare’s Richard II begins at this point in history, with
an unpopular Richard II beset with battling noblemen and
many enemies at court, including Henry Bolingbroke (the
son of John of Gaunt, the Duke of Lancaster), whom
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Richard exiled to France.
While Bolingbroke was in
exile, John of Gaunt died,
and Richard illegally and
unfairly claimed Bolingbroke’s
inheritance for himself. When
the Lancastrian Bolingbroke
returned to England to claim
his inheritance, the support
he garnered was enough to
seize not only his inheritance
but also the throne itself, and
Henry IV
he became King Henry IV.
Richard was deposed (removed from the monarchy) and
imprisoned in the Tower of London. Bolingbroke’s claim to
the throne was tenuous and certainly not as strong as
Richard’s; even when Richard died childless, heirs remained
whose right to the throne superseded Bolingbroke’s.
Richard’s deposition defied Divine Right; many citizens
believed that the newly crowned King Henry IV had gone
against God’s will by removing Richard and God would
eventually take revenge. Fifty years later, when the Wars of
the Roses began, many citizens saw what they believed
was that prophecy coming true.

overthrew Margaret’s army and was named Edward IV.
Edward’s brother Richard Duke of Gloucester, the future
Richard III, killed Henry’s only son to ensure Edward’s claim
to the throne. These battles are dramatized by Shakespeare
in the three parts of Henry VI.
Edward IV is on the throne, but very ill, at the beginning of
Shakespeare’s Richard III, and he is survived by two sons,
the eldest another Edward. After the king’s death, rumors
surfaced that the young heir to
the throne was conceived
illegitimately. It remains
unclear whether Richard
himself orchestrated these
claims to promote himself to
the throne, where he was
invested in 1483.
Shakespeare’s Richard is an
evil man who usurps the
throne from his nephews and
has them murdered in the
Tower. This view of Richard,
Richard III
though popular, is
unsubstantiated in history, and his path to the throne
remains a cloudy one. The Wars of the Roses ended with
Richard III’s defeat by Henry Tudor—a descendant of the
Duke of Lancaster, son of Edward III—who claimed the
throne and married Elizabeth of York, uniting the two houses
and beginning the Tudor dynasty as King Henry VII. The
couple’s oldest son succeeded as Henry VIII, who in turn
was succeeded by his three children: Edward VI, Mary and
Shakespeare’s own Elizabeth I.

Despite Henry IV’s troubles attaining the crown, he was a
capable ruler. As we see in Shakespeare’s Henry IV, Part 1,
Henry dealt with frequent uprisings during his reign from
noblemen still contesting his usurpation. His son Henry V
had a smooth succession to the throne when his father died
and enjoyed a successful reign during which he conquered
lands in France and married the French princess, Katherine.
When he died tragically, his one-year-old son became King
Henry VI.
In Shakespeare’s dramatization of the Wars of the Roses
we can see a bias beginning to form when the incompetent
Henry VI had a rocky and
Plantagenet Richard II is overthrown by the bravery of
ultimately unsuccessful reign;
Lancastrian Henry IV,
a combination of mental illness
followed by the scheming
and a domineering wife
bloodthirsty Yorkists taking
fostered much uncertainty
the throne from mentally ill
about his abilities to rule, and
Henry VI and ending with
when he temporarily left the
conquering Lancastrian
throne during a mental
Henry VII killing the evil
breakdown, his substitute
Richard III. Of course, as
Richard Duke of York (a
Henry VII is Queen
descendent of Edmund of
Elizabeth’s grandfather, it is
Langley, Duke of York) was
unsurprising that
Henry
VI
accused of attempting to usurp
Shakespeare would have
the throne. The result of this accusation officially started the painted history in a light that
bloody battles of the Wars of the Roses—the Yorks led by f a v o r e d t h e s i t t i n g Henry VII
Richard and the Lancasters led by Queen Margaret and monarch.
Henry VI. When Richard died in battle, his son Edward took
over the fight and eventually
15
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Painting of Henry IV’s coronation ceremony by Jean Froissart, early 15th century.

people, at least those with money, a small say in national
decisions. “Men of prayer” were the clergy, who assisted the
people in finding, hearing and remaining close to the word of
God. While not a part of the nobility, the clergy were not
“men of work”—the largest grouping, which encompassed
most of the English population. Excluded from all of these
groupings were women and merchants who had no formal
voice or standing in society.

uring the reign of Henry IV (1399-1413), English
society was nearing a point of transformation that would
mark the end of the Medieval era and 500-some years of the
political and economic system known as feudalism. The
feudal system was a strict social structure in which wealthy
landowners allowed farmers to work a piece of their property
in exchange for the farmers’ pledge of loyalty to the
landowner in times of armed conflict. The lords supposedly
provided protection to the farmers—called vassals—but the
advantage was held by the lords or “feudal principles” who
constantly leveraged economic and political power over their
vassals. Feudalism shaped English society into a strict
hierarchical structure, in which a select, privileged few held
power and most people were left to survive as best they
could.

At England’s helm was one ruler—a monarch. The English
monarchy was part of a long tradition of single-ruler
government systems in Europe, North Africa and West Asia
in which the ruler reigned usually for life and obtained power
through hereditary right. This right was considered by many
cultures to be of divine origin; some cultures even claimed
the monarch was a god. English monarchs were thought to
be selected by God, providing them the “divine right” to hold
the throne, which would pass on to other members of the
family should the monarch die. In order to preserve royal
families’ God-given right to rule, complex laws of inheritance
and systems of succession were instituted. Challenging a
monarch’s rule, therefore, questioned God’s will as well as
English law—making for a serious, treasonous act of
rebellion. Some say Henry IV’s rule came about through
such an act; he usurped the throne from Richard II in 1399.
Henry’s reign was marked by numerous revolts: Richard II’s
supporters fought back after his deposition in 1400, Owen
Glendower led the Welsh in an eight-year uprising, the
Percy and Mortimer families—originally supporters of
Henry—rose against the king in 1403. Quelling so much
rebellion across the country greatly taxed Henry IV and left
England in enormous debt. His ultimate success as king—
maintaining his hold on the crown—resulted in large part
from the military prowess of his son—Prince Henry, later
Henry V.

Society of Men
Historian Kate Mertes summarized in her essay
“Aristocracy” that members of Medieval society fit into three
groups as a result of the feudal system: “men of war,” “men
of prayer” and “men of work.” The rigidity of this structure
was solidified by the belief that God ordained it, placing
those who could best represent God’s work and words at
the top of the hierarchy. The “men of war” included the king,
who ruled in the name of God, and the aristocracy, who
“classed into” the category because they were able to pull
together resources—human resources, an army of
vassals—to fight for king and country. This eventually
resulted in the formation of England’s parliamentary
monarchy in the mid-15th century. Before this time, the king
consulted only with a select group of nobles and advisors; in
the parliamentary monarchy, the monarch was required to
consult with Parliament, the legislative body, before
mandating changes in government. This ensured the
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beliefs. Future kings were expected to travel through the
country to become acquainted with the people and places
they would eventually come to rule. These trips were also
diplomatic in nature; seeing the prince assured the public of
the monarchy’s power and stability. This component of a
prince’s training was of particular importance when
questions arose around his family’s right to rule, since a
“good leader” in 15th-century England was too often defined
by being the divinely ordained ruler.

From Father to Son
A person’s roles and
responsibilities in daily life
were predomi nantl y
shaped by family
relationships. Families
functioned much like
English society: the father
or patriarch “ruled” the
family and all the other
members served him—
working to uphold the
father’s name, and so the
family’s honor. At all Head of Prince Hal, painted by Charles
Robert Lesslie, (1851).
societal levels this
translated to the continuation of the family name. This
created a dire need to produce male heirs to ensure the
family legacy and pass on the family name for generations.

Honor and Loyalty
Men were loyal to God, king and family. Honor to family and
the understanding of “God’s will” often superceded loyalty to
the king—particularly when the king’s right to the throne was
openly questioned. The early Medieval period was
dominated by the code of chivalry: a set of principles,
customs and rules of behavior tightly connected with knights
and knighthood. Honor and its preservation formed the
foundation for chivalry, giving way to certain virtues that
chivalric men were expected to uphold—bravery, valor,
perseverance, righteousness, courtesy (particularly toward
women) and dexterity with weapons. This system of honor
was linked to possession of horses. The derivation of the
word chivalry is the Latin word callabus, meaning “horse,
especially a riding horse or packhorse,” and chivalric men
were often dressed in complex and heavy armor, inhibiting
them to move far or quickly without the aid of a horse.
Ironically, it was these iron-clad men with horses who owned
land and were in power, and so the last to actually enter into
battle.

Ties between family name and place in society were
particularly important for the aristocracy. Sustaining the
family legacy was the key to securing high-standing in the
English social order. Law and society worked hand-in-hand
to ensure the hierarchy’s stability. Inheritance law was
based on the rule of primogeniture, or the right of the
firstborn son to the entire estate of the father. For noblemen
this meant money, property and social standing, and for the
prince this meant the crown; in either case the family’s
standing was preserved. Primogeniture did not ensure
stability inside the family however; fathers had to watch
over-eager sons, sons took mothers to court when they
wouldn’t relinquish the purse strings, and brother fought
brother over the right to be next in line.
The English aristocracy’s system of education was designed
around further solidifying a family’s hierarchical place. Sons,
especially firstborn, were instructed in hunting and politics—
two important forms of “fighting” for “men of war”—and
proper behavior in court and manners, particularly dining
etiquette. These physical and social skills were highly
regarded in Medieval England where might equaled right. A
more humanist education, including virtues, morals and
“nobility of the mind,” was unheard of until the fall of
feudalism. Men had yet to see the value in upholding the
common good for the sake of everyone, not just themselves.
An heir-apparent, like Prince Henry, received similar
schooling to the sons of aristocrats—little “book learning” but
plenty of combat training and royal protocol—but also had
the educational burden of learning about his lands and
population. Then, as now, people wanted a leader who was
knowledgeable about domestic issues and upheld their

Typical 15th-century Gothic armor, c. 1475. Example of a chivalric knight.
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Pen and ink drawing of a Medieval combat with swords from a College of Arms Manuscript, (c.1565).

Armed Conflict
When conflict arose in feudal England, it was around the
stability of the hierarchy; and in the 15th century the greatest
dilemma centralized on the king. People relied on having a
stable monarchy and a king who rightly wore the crown.
Questioned claims to the throne resulted in more civil wars
than battles on foreign soil. If a king sent soldiers into other
countries, it was a two-fold tactic: to divert attention from
challenges to his rule and solidify his claim to the throne
through victory abroad.

return home. Advancement within the military was extremely
limited since officers often received their positions through
favoritism or by purchase; those in positions of power
frequently abused it. In wartime, an English captain was
responsible for recruiting new soldiers, which often led to
abuses such as “padding the muster-rolls” or falsifying the
enlistment records to collect extra salaries. Captains would
accept bribes from men with financial means and enroll a
peasant in his place, enlist a man into two different military
units (known as “bands”) and pocket the additional salary,
as well as neglect to report a death to scam the dead man’s
paycheck.

Battles in civil warfare were fought by attrition—each side
trying to wear down their foe to weaken them to the point of
surrender, or rub them out altogether. This was preferred by
commanders over the more dangerous pitched battles,
during which opposite forces fought in fixed positions and
predetermined formations at close range. Men were sure to
die in pitched battles. The result of a war of attrition
indicated God’s will, the battle serving as a “trial by combat.”
In civil wars, opponents could be neighbors, and those
fighting did not have much choice in their service. Vassals
were expected to fight for the lords who supported them.
The poorest members of society were often “drafted” to be
soldiers because they could not bribe or buy their way out of
service. Soldiers were low paid, had no retirement
provisions and often turned to stealing and looting upon their

Toward the end of the 15th century, the feudal system
declined, and concepts of chivalry dissipated. With Tudor
rule in England came great transformation in politics and
religion, and by Shakespeare’s time the English were
experiencing a period of rebirth known as the Renaissance.
This change in attitude toward society, war and fellow man
is obvious when looking from Prince Hal in Henry IV, Part 1
to King Henry in Henry V; the young prince matures into a
caring, honorable and humble king, leading his countrymen,
his brothers-in-arms.
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Tavern Life and the Drunken Knight

I

George Cruikshank’s illustration of Falstaff in the Boar’s Head Tavern, (1858).

The alehouse, as the bottom of drinking house society,
offered only the cheapest of English ale and the most
dangerous of crowds. Alehouses were dark, dirty, often
violent places patronized mostly by the lower classes,
including their fair share of criminals and prostitutes. It was
also, however, a place that allowed for public drinking (and
therefore socializing) by all classes and created a place
where anyone could meet. In Shakespeare’s London,
vagrancy or homelessness was at an all time high. Many
men who became members of tradesmen guilds and came
to London to practice their trade were often detached from
their homes in the big city. The alehouse or tavern provided
a perfect “home away from home,” in which men could
gather and even sleep away the nights, giving them a sense
of belonging and community. It provided cheap meals and
good company for any lonely souls in London.

n Henry IV, Part 1, Shakespeare explores the
counterculture of Elizabethan England through life in the
Boar’s Head Tavern. Although the play takes place in the
early 15th century, Shakespeare is clearly also exploring
issues of his own society. Drinking, for example, was
certainly the central form of entertainment in Shakespeare’s
England, coupled with gaming, dancing and bearbaiting.
The public drinking house was central to Elizabethan society
as the place that people met, socialized, did business,
committed crimes or simply wiled away their free time.
Though moral and social evils existed almost everywhere in
Elizabethan London, most of London society singled out
brothels, theatres and taverns (or alehouses) as the centers
of criminal activity.
As the primary socializing space of Elizabethan England,
public drinking houses were divided into three different
settings: the inn, the alehouse and the tavern. The inn was
the most respectable of these three venues; a place where
persons of a higher social status might spend the night and
where people from various social levels gathered and
conducted business. Inns also played a vital role in the
economic growth of Elizabethan England as they replaced
the old open-air markets as the primary setting for trade and
business. They usually had a formal host, either male or
female, welcoming and tending to guests, taking care of
their luggage and servants upon arrival as well as fulfilling
their every need during their stay. The inn could also offer
luxuries such as drinking glasses, still fairly uncommon and
costly in Shakespeare’s time, rather than wooden cups. Due
to its higher legal, social and economic status as well as its
mostly upperclass patrons, the inn enjoyed much more
freedom from statutory controls imposed on alehouses in
the 16th century.

The tavern, just below inns and above alehouses on the
social ladder, would invite a mix of people from both the
middle and lower classes, a place where those higher in
society could publicly mix with lower classes and lower
classes could more easily pick the pockets of the drunken
middle class. Taverns offered wines instead of malt liquor,
including sack, the Spanish wine enjoyed by Falstaff.
The actual Boar’s Head Tavern also served as a theatre or
“itinerant playhouse” before public amphitheatres became
available to acting companies. The portrayal of this
Eastcheap tavern in Henry IV, Part 1 may therefore also
reflect some of the history of playing venues for
Shakespeare’s company, from a time before they had their
first resident theatre. Taverns contained within them several
different rooms, each delineating a different social grouping.
In his Micro-Cosmographie (1628), John Earle writes that in
20

a tavern “customers are carefully segregated into rooms
ranging from ‘the bottom of the cellar to the great chamber’.”
Notably Hal does not mix much into various groups or rooms
in the play, mostly observing and enjoying other lower levels
of society but not actually intermingling with them, sticking
close, instead, to the Drunken Knight. The combination of
alehouse and tavern does, though, provide an environment
in which Hal can be exposed to a variety of social classes,
from the knight Falstaff (who might not deign to enter an
alehouse) to Mistress Quickly (who could, presumably, be
found in either an alehouse or a tavern) and Bardolph or
Poins (both perhaps often found in the alehouse but never
the inn). As in Henry IV, Part 1, Hal can also explore
criminal activity in this tavern/alehouse while remaining
relatively safe. He is able to enter the growing Elizabethan
subculture of vagrants that he must explore before truly
understanding the country he will someday lead as king.

reflects a social
trend in Elizabethan
England towards an
adolescence of fun
and
freedomseeking enjoyment
that is still prevalent
in our society today.
This subculture of
riotous and criminal
behavior
in
Elizabeth’s realm,
however,
was
becoming more
problematic to this
Drawing by David Loggan of “Mother Louse,”
emerging Protestant
an old-style alehouse keeper, (c. 1650).
nation. As a kingdom
that was swiftly moving forward technologically, ideologically
and militarily, England could no longer afford an entire
populace of criminals and drunkards roaming the city and
country unhindered. By the early 17th century, English
society became so worried about the wasteful culture of the
tavern that it passed the 1604 Act against “inordinate
Haunting and Tipling in Inns, Alehouses” and other drinking
places and announced that the purpose of drinking houses
was for “Receit, Relief and Lodging of Wayfaring People
traveling from Place to Place” and “not meant for
Entertainment and Harbouring of lewd and idle People to
spend and consume their Money and their Time in lewd and
drunken Manner.” Although only a minor movement towards
eliminating the wastefulness of tavern life from English
society, this act clearly signaled the beginning of the end of
this period in England’s social life. Life in the tavern as Hal
and Falstaff know it was slowly being snuffed out by the
Elizabethan Protestant work ethic and the growth of an
empire.

Time had very little meaning in the alehouse, and certainly
one of the preoccupations of its inhabitants was to waste
time, a habit that began to come under attack with
Elizabethans’ increased awareness of time. The public
dissemination of clocks and watches—which had only
become compact and cheap enough for most people to own
by the end of the 16th century—had heightened the
Elizabethans’ sense of time and increased their ire towards
those who sought to waste it. It also highlighted the fact that
taverns and alehouses had always been a place for
spending and wasting time. Shakespeare’s use of a tavern
or alehouse rather than an inn enhances our sense of Hal
wasting his time.

Credit: Museum of Modern Art

Violence and theft also pervaded these alehouses and
taverns. Christopher Marlowe, Shakespeare’s fellow
playwright, was stabbed to death in a barroom brawl.
Prostitution openly flourished, as the mistress or master of
the house would hold rooms just off the main hall for
prostitutes to quickly do their business with customers
without having to leave the alehouse. Ironically, many
alehouses as well as taverns were run by women, or the
“mistress” of the alehouse, such as Mistress Quickly, one of
the few jobs open to women during Shakespeare’s time.
Although women often ran them, an alehouse or tavern was
always a male-dominated space. More often than not,
running an alehouse or tavern was actually a family affair,
with every member working in some way, similar to many
English pubs today.
As the 16th century came to a close, the culture of taverns
and alehouses clashed with the Protestant ideas of sobriety
and the work ethic embraced by Elizabethan society. As
dangerous, disorderly and subversive places, alehouses
needed to be controlled and monitored. Hal’s behavior

Photo of Orson Welles as Falstaff from the movie Chimes at Midnight, (1965).
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Sir John Falstolfe is recorded in English history as a
cowardly commander in the French wars and briefly
mentioned in an earlier play by Shakespeare, Henry VI,
Part 1, when his cowardice causes the wounding and
capture of a fellow commander. The Falstaff of Henry IV,
Part 1, however, was originally named Sir John Oldcastle.
Oldcastle first appeared in The Famous Victories of Henry
IV—a rabble-rousing patriotic play that may have been
worked on by the young apprentice playwright
Shakespeare around 1587—in which the young Prince Hal
eventually reforms and rejects his wicked companion Sir
John Oldcastle. The real Sir John Oldcastle, however, died
a Protestant martyr, and his family was not happy to see
their famous forefather portrayed as a wicked glutton and a
buffoon on the Elizabethan stage. Under pressure from the
family, Shakespeare changed the name to Falstaff, but still
allows Hal, as an inside joke, to refer to Sir John as “my old
lad of the castle” in their first scene together. Shakespeare
also protected himself from any future confusion with a
disclaimer during the Epilogue of Henry IV, Part 2: “for
Oldcastle died a martyr, and this is not the man.” As with
many of his creations, Shakespeare took what had already
been written many times as Sir John Oldcastle and created
a character that surpasses anything that had come before
in his language, his depth and his freedom. Sir John
Falstaff symbolizes the freedom and fun sought by
Elizabethan audiences in their own time.

Drawing of Eastcheap market from Hugh Alley’s A Caveat for the City of
London, (1598).

Eastcheap in London was the site of the Elizabethan beef
market, an especially appropriate place for Falstaff to
patronize, where domestic animals were slaughtered and
heretics were burned, making a connection between the fat
knight and the Protestant martyr that partially inspired the
character of Falstaff. His drunken revelry and laziness would
have allowed audiences to laugh at their own worst behavior
in the pub and at the presumed lazy lifestyles of their social
betters. Falstaff also, however, reflected a burgeoning
Elizabethan society that sought to find freedom from its
current class system. As English critic A.C. Bradley described
him, Falstaff is the Elizabethan dream of freedom from
constraints:
The bliss of freedom gained in humour is the essence of
Falstaff. His humour is not directed only or chiefly against
obvious absurdities; he is the enemy of everything that
would interfere with his ease, and therefore of anything
serious, and especially of everything respectable and
moral. For these things impose limits and obligations, and
make us the subjects of old father antic the law, and the
categorical imperative, and our station and its duties, and
conscience, and reputation, and other people’s opinions,
and sorts of nuisances. I say therefore he is their enemy;
but I do him wrong; to say that he is their enemy implies
that he regards them as serious and recognizes their
power, when in truth he refuses to recognize them at all.

Tavern life and Falstaff’s lifestyle are seemingly celebrated in
Henry IV, Part 1, though they are soon to be rejected and
dismissed in Henry IV, Part 2. Just as England can no longer
afford the wasteful hours and days spent in alehouses and
taverns, Hal can no longer afford wasting time with Falstaff.
His tavern education is complete, and he must move on to
lead his country, just as Elizabethan England will move on to
lead the world.
Title page of John Bales’ Brief Chronicle Concerning… Sir
John Oldcastle, (1544).
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Sources and Plagiarism

S

hakespeare’s history plays can be read as a window
into English history and culture; however, they should not be
taken as strict historical fact. Shakespeare shaped history
into fiction, fabricating scenes and altering character details
to fashion a more dramatic account of history. In his article
The Historical Background of the History Plays, Peter
Saccio writes:
Above all, Shakespeare personalizes. Whether or not
history is really governed by the characters and the choices
of individual men and women, the dramatist can only write
as if it were. Social conditions, cultural habits, economic
forces, justice and the lack of it, all that we mean by ‘the
times,’ must be translated into persons and passions if they
are to hold the stage.

Yet, these strategies executed by Shakespeare were
perfectly in line with historiography of the time. The practice
of changing details of historical records permeated 16thcentury chronicles as rulers and writers alike recognized the
power that history could have over people. Shakespeare
looked to historians of his time for inspiration, borrowing
from several different accounts of the Wars of the Roses
when writing his history plays. Shakespeare did not credit
these historians as we would expect today; during
Shakespeare’s time this apparent act of “plagiarism” was not
seen as a condemnable practice.
The 16th century in England was a time of widespread
interest in history. The country experienced change socially
and economically, and its citizens and rulers looked to the
past for clues on how to live and rule. Historians of the time
placed more importance on the lessons that could be
ascertained from history than on the actual facts. In order to
inspire, historians would create pictures of brave, moral
men, hoping that the reader would aspire to the same
behavior.
This interpretive or allegorical way of representing history
complemented Medieval chroniclers’ notion that history was
completely influenced by fate—every incident fit into
fortune’s plan. This concept included the Medieval idea of
Fortuna, the goddess whose whims decided who won
battles or which nation would rise above others. This belief
can be traced to Christianity and divine providence. It was
thought that only when events had completely played out,
could the meaning of an event be understood. According to
Shakespeare scholar Barbara Hodgdon in Historiography
and the Uses of History, “English historians’ view of history
was teleological: seeing events as directed toward an
ultimate purpose, they wrote history accordingly, tracing
outcomes back to their beginnings.”

As well as providing a moral center, history also provided a
tool for political manipulation. English monarchs recognized
history’s influence and saw it as a way to authenticate their
own claim to the throne. The resulting historical accounts
generated loyalty among citizens, ultimately resulting in a
national unity that had been previously shaken by the Wars
of the Roses. Henry VII sponsored the first in a string of
accounts of England’s history with his commission of a play
from Polydore Vergil that would trace Henry’s own ancestry
back to King Arthur. Vergil’s account maintained Henry IV’s
right to the throne over Richard II, supporting the Lancaster
line over the York. It is the first history written that chronicles
the Wars of the Roses, important because it set the trend of
writing history critically—including interpretation of events
and lessons that could be learned from these events.

Title page of Holinshed’s Chronicles, (1578).

Borrowing heavily on Vergil’s account is Edward Hall’s
Union which puts side by side the claims of the Lancasters
with those of the Yorks. Hall’s The Union of Two Noble and
Illustre Families of Lancaster and York (1548) is seen as a
possible source for Shakespeare’s Henry IV, Part 1, but it is
Raphael Holinshed’s Chronicles of England, Ireland, and
Scotland (1578) and Samuel Daniel’s The Civil Wars, both
of which incorporate Hall’s account, that are Shakespeare’s
main sources. These works all have differing points of view
throughout, making for an inconstant view of history during
the Wars of the Roses. Some believe Shakespeare
enforced the Tudor Myth through his treatment of the
Lancasters and Yorks. Since Shakespeare wrote during
Queen Elizabeth I’s reign, it is highly possible that he
favored the Lancasters in order to please his queen.
Another of Shakespeare’s history sources is the anonymous
work The Famous Victories of Henry V, Shakespeare’s
foundation for the scenes with Falstaff.
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Perhaps this fear of being seen as a heretic prompted
Holinshed to cite others’ opinions rather than his own. In
any case, it is one of the few instances of a writer of this
time period giving credit to his sources; atypical, as the
emphasis placed on plagiarism today was not a concern in
the 16th century.

A depiction of the Battle of Bosworth Field found in Holinshed’s
Chronicles, (1578).

Holinshed’s work provides the most complete account of the
Wars of the Roses, and it is the second edition of this work
that Shakespeare relied on for plot details. Shakespeare
even went so far as to paraphrase speeches from
Holinshed’s Chronicles in his history plays. Holinshed relies
mainly on Hall’s account, and he recognizes this in his
writing by often acknowledging where he borrows Hall’s and
other writers’ opinions. In his preface, Holinshed
emphasizes that his work is assembled from many different
sources, including differing views and opinions. Rather than
forming his own opinions, Holinshed preferred to offer those
of other historians and invite the readers to make their own
judgments. There was a very real reason for Holinshed to
take this tactic and defer to the reader, as allegations of
heresy had become widespread. Hall’s work had been
added to the list “Prohibiting Seditious, Heretical Books” and
Holinshed’s work was even censored by the Privy Council.

When writing Henry IV Shakespeare took liberties with his
sources to instill his historical tale with dramatic qualities.
One specific change from historical fact concerns Hotspur.
Shakespeare makes the character of Hotspur younger in his
play to compare the outwardly ambitious and brave Hotspur
with Hal, who possesses these qualities but withholds them
from his father. These supposed inadequacies are amplified
when compared with Hotspur. When Hal throws aside his
youthful demeanor and takes on one of bravery and
responsibility, he is proving to the reader/audience that he
can be a capable ruler of England. By enforcing the idea
that ability, rather than inheritance, makes an able ruler,
Shakespeare asserts the Tudor claim to the throne as well
as pleases his Tudor Queen.
It is Shakespeare’s responsibility to instill dramatic qualities
into historical narrative. As a playwright, Shakespeare is
given license to shape the historical figures into characters
of depth and meaning, giving his audience not only the
heroes they desire but also creating a stronger connection
to history than narrative can create. It was understood that
the final result of the play, and the influence it could have on
the audience, was more crucial than adherence to historical
fact.

Derek Smith as Hal and Edward Gero as Hotspur in The Shakespeare Theatre’s 1995 Henry IV, Parts 1 & 2.
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