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  Context


  Likely the most influential writer in all of English literature and certainly the most important playwright of the English Renaissance, William Shakespeare was born in 1564 in the town of Stratford-upon-Avon in Warwickshire, England. The son of a successful middle-class glove-maker, Shakespeare attended grammar school, but his formal education proceeded no further. In 1582, he married an older woman, Anne Hathaway, and had three children with her. Around 1590 he left his family behind and traveled to London to work as an actor and playwright. Public and critical success quickly followed, and Shakespeare eventually became the most popular playwright in England and part owner of the Globe Theater. His career bridged the reigns of Elizabeth I (ruled 1558-1603) and James I (ruled 1603-1625); he was a favorite of both monarchs. Indeed, James granted Shakespeare's company the greatest possible compliment by endowing them with the status of king's players. Wealthy and renowned, Shakespeare retired to Stratford and died in 1616 at the age of 52. At the time of Shakespeare's death, such luminaries as Ben Jonson hailed him as the apogee of Renaissance theatre.


  Shakespeare's works were collected and printed in various editions in the century following his death, and by the early eighteenth century, his reputation as the greatest poet ever to write in English was well established. The unprecedented admiration garnered by his works led to a fierce curiosity about Shakespeare's life, but the paucity of surviving biographical information has left many details of Shakespeare's personal history shrouded in mystery. Some people have concluded from this fact that Shakespeare's plays in reality were written by someone else--Francis Bacon and the Earl of Oxford are the two most popular candidates--but the evidence for this claim is overwhelmingly circumstantial, and the theory is not taken seriously by many scholars.


  In the absence of definitive proof to the contrary, Shakespeare must be viewed as the author of the 37 plays and 154 sonnets that bear his name. The legacy of this body of work is immense. A number of Shakespeare's plays seem to have transcended even the category of brilliance, becoming so influential as to affect profoundly the course of Western literature and culture ever after.


  Henry IV, Part 2 is one of Shakespeare's so-called history plays; it forms the third part of a tetralogy, or four-part series, that deals with the historical rise of the English royal House of Lancaster. (It is preceded by Richard II and Henry IV, Part 1 and followed by Henry V.) The play was probably written around the year 1598.


  The events of Henry IV, Part 2 take place in the early 1400s, about two centuries before Shakespeare's own time. The play mixes history and comedy, moving from "high" scenes of kings and battles to "low" scenes of city taverns and country life. Its major themes include Henry IV's struggle with the heavy burden of royal power and Henry V's transformation from a young hell-raiser into a wise king. Although Shakespeare often alters or invents historical details, the play features well-known historical events and people. A quick review of the historical events covered in the play's "prequels," Richard II and Henry IV, Part 1, might prove helpful in understanding its characters' motivations.


  There are no good contemporary film versions of either of the Henry IV plays, but people who have read the plays should get a kick out of My Own Private Idaho, a 1992 film by Gus Van Sant based loosely on the Henry IV plays.


  Summary


  In the first years of the 15th century, England is in the middle of a civil war. Powerful rebels have assembled against King Henry IV in an attempt to overthrow him. They have just suffered a major defeat at the Battle of Shrewsbury, but several rebel leaders--including the Archbishop of York, Lord Mowbray, and Lord Hastings--remain alive and continue to wage war against the king. King Henry, aging prematurely because of his anxiety over the war and over his oldest son, Prince Hal, has recently become very ill.


  Prince Hal has spent most of his teenage years raising hell in taverns with a group of lowlife friends. His closest friend and mentor is Falstaff, a jovial, aging, witty criminal. Falstaff and some of Hal's other friends have won wealth and power at the Battle of Shrewsbury. We watch Falstaff, now an army captain, drink in a London tavern and travel around the countryside to recruit young men to serve in the upcoming battles. Prince Hal, meanwhile, knowing that he will have to take the reins of power when his father dies, has vowed to change his ways and become responsible. He has started to spend less time with his old friends.


  The rebel leaders gather their forces to battle the king at the Forest of Gaultree. They are disappointed when the powerful Earl of Northumberland does not offer soldiers to support them. (This is the second time he had refused to offer aid; the first time, at the Battle of Shrewsbury, his refusal led to his son's death in battle.) Prince John, the king's second son, leads the king's army to meet them at the forest. Prince John says he will agree to all the rebels' demands, but as soon as the relieved rebels have sent their soldiers home, he arrests them for treason. The rebels protest this injustice, but the prince has them executed.


  Meanwhile, at his palace in London, King Henry IV grows increasingly sick. He is worried about what will happen when his wayward son becomes king. Prince Hal comes to the palace; his father gives him a tongue-lashing, and Prince Hal, in an eloquent speech, vows that he will be a responsible king. His father forgives him and then dies. Prince Hal, now King Henry V, tells the Lord Chief Justice, the highest law official in England, that he will now view him as a father figure.


  After the rebels have been executed, Hal is formally crowned King Henry V. Falstaff and his companions come to London to greet him, but in the middle of a public street, the king rejects Falstaff, telling him he must never come within ten miles of the king or court again. He may have a pension, but the king will have nothing more to do with him. Then the young king goes to court to lay plans for an invasion of France.


  Characters


  
    King Henry IV - The ruling king of England at the beginning of the play. His health declines throughout the play, in part due to his anxiety about civil insurrection and the fate of his seemingly irresponsible son, Hal. He dies before the end of the play, never having fulfilled his dream of leading a company of soldiers to fight in the Crusades in Jerusalem.

  


  
    Prince Hal (later King Henry V) - Only called "Hal" by Falstaff and his friends, the prince is also called Prince Henry, Harry, Prince Harry, Harry Monmouth, the Prince of Wales, and, after his father's death, King Henry V. He is the play's main protagonist. His transformation from a youthful hell-raiser into the dignified King Henry V is one of the major psychological developments of the play.

  


  
    Prince John, Duke of Lancaster; Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester; and Thomas, Duke of Clarence - Sons of King Henry IV and younger brothers of Prince Hal.

  


  
    The Lord Chief Justice - The most powerful official of the law in England. Level-headed, calm, perceptive, and intelligent, he is a close advisor to King Henry IV. He also becomes an advisor and father figure for young Prince Hal after Henry IV's death.

  


  
    Earl of Warwick, Earl of Surrey, Earl of Westmoreland, Gower, Harcourt, Sir John Blunt - Noblemen; King Henry IV's allies and advisors.

  


  
    Sir John Falstaff - Usually called Falstaff but sometimes called Jack. A fat, cheerful, witty, aging criminal, he has long been Prince Hal's mentor and close friend. He pretended to have killed Hotspur at the Battle of Shrewsbury, and Prince Hal--the actual killer--agreed to go along with the lie. For this reason, everyone gives Falstaff much more respect than he deserves.

  


  
    Page - A boy whom Prince Hal has assigned to serve Falstaff as his page; he carries Falstaff's sword and runs his errands.

  


  
    Poins, Peto, Bardolph - Friends of Falstaff and Prince Hal. Formerly highwaymen and robbers, they have, like Falstaff, gained money and prestige since the Battle of Shrewsbury. Poins is the smartest of the bunch and the closest to Hal. Bardolph, an insatiable drinker, has a famously bright red nose.

  


  
    Ancient Pistol - An army ensign ("ancient" meant "ensign" in Elizabethan English), he serves under Falstaff and is extremely aggressive and prone to fighting.

  


  
    Mouldy, Shadow, Wart, Feeble, and Bullcalf - Army recruits whom Falstaff inspects in Gloucestershire (III.ii). Only Shadow, Wart, and Feeble come with him to the war; the others bribe their way out.

  


  
    Archbishop of York - A powerful northern clergyman who leads the rebellion against King Henry IV.

  


  
    Mowbray and Hastings - Two lords who conspire with the Archbishop of York to overthrow King Henry IV.

  


  
    Henry Percy, Earl of Northumberland - Usually called Northumberland but sometimes called Percy. A powerful northern nobleman whose brother Worcester and son Hotspur have recently been killed in battle against King Henry IV.

  


  
    Travers - Northumberland's servant.

  


  
    Hotspur - Dead before the play begins, he is often referred to in its early scenes. He was Northumberland's son and a leader of the rebellion against the king. He was also called Percy or Harry Percy. Prince Hal killed him at the Battle of Shrewsbury, but everyone thinks that the killer was Falstaff.

  


  
    Lord Bardolph - An ally of Northumberland who brings him the false news of Hotspurís success in I.i. (Not to be confused with Falstaff's friend Bardolph.)

  


  
    Owen Glendower - A mysterious and influential leader of a group of rebel guerrilla fighters in Wales, his character never actually appears in the play.

  


  
    Mistress Quickly (the Hostess) - Proprietor of the seedy Boar's Head Tavern in Eastcheap, London. She has a dim wit but a good heart.

  


  
    Doll Tearsheet - Falstaff's favorite prostitute and a good friend of Mistress Quickly. She has a bottomless repertoire of insults and seems to be both fiercer and smarter than most of the law officers hanging around Eastcheap. She may be in love with Falstaff.

  


  
    Fang and Snare - Incompetent officers of the law upon whom Mistress Quickly calls to arrest Falstaff in II.i.

  


  
    Justice Shallow and Justice Silence - Middle-class country landowners who are also justices of the peace (minor local law officers). They are cousins. Shallow is an old school friend of Falstaff's. The two both live up to their names: Justice Shallow talks endlessly about trivial topics, while Justice Silence barely ever opens his mouth--except to sing raunchy songs when he gets drunk.

  


  
    Davy - An honest, industrious, and talkative household servant of Justice Shallow.

  


  


  Prologue; Act I, Scene i


  Summary


  (Before the main body of the play begins, we are greeted with a Prologue by Rumor. The actor who plays Rumor would be wearing a costume painted with tongues. Rumor is a semi-mythological personification of "gossip" and does not represent a "real" character in the play.)


  Rumor introduces itself and tells us what its job is: from East to West, all across the world, it carries messages as fast as the wind. However, its messages are usually false and they often trick people into making bad mistakes. Rumor causes nations to get ready for war when no war is coming, and it makes people think that all is peaceful despite real danger and conspiracy. Since crowds are always quick to believe rumors and gossip, it never has any trouble doing its job.


  Just now, Rumor is visiting a house in the north of England. This is the castle of the Earl of Northumberland, a powerful nobleman. Northumberland is part of a dangerous conspiracy to overthrow King Henry IV. The rebel army, led by Northumberland's son, young Hotspur, has just been defeated by the forces of the king. However, the gossip sweeping the countryside has the news backward. Rumor has come to tell Northumberland that his side has won and that his son, Hotspur, is still safe--both lies.


  Rumor then disappears, and a messenger from the battle, Lord Bardolph, arrives at the Earl of Northumberland's house. Lord Bardolph has news from Shrewsbury, where the great battle is taking place. He tells Northumberland news that makes him very happy: King Henry has been wounded, his allies captured or killed, and the king's own son, Prince Hal, killed by Northumberland's son Hotspur. That means the rebels are victorious.


  Then, however, another messenger arrives--Lord Bardolph's servant, Travers. Travers says he has even more recent news: the rebellion has lost and lost badly. Lord Bardolph does not believe him, but Travers is soon followed by a third messenger, Morton. Morton has very bad news indeed: the rebellion has lost, and Northumberland's son, Hotspur, has been killed by the king's son Prince Hal--not the other way around. When the rebel army saw that their leader Hotspur was dead, they turned and ran. Northumberland's brother and co-leader in the rebellion, the Earl of Worcester, has been taken prisoner by the king's forces, as has the Douglas, a Scottish leader who has been aiding the rebels.


  Northumberland is heartbroken to learn this, and he vows to take a terrible revenge. Lord Bardolph and Morton calm him down, reminding him that he, his brother, and his son all knew the risks of war before they began.


  Morton also reminds Northumberland that there are still some allies of the rebels who have not been defeated. The Archbishop of York, who did not fight at Shrewsbury, is mustering up forces to continue opposing King Henry. Northumberland agrees that this is worth paying attention to, and he says he will get a grip on himself. He sends letters to his allies in order to get things moving as quickly as possible.


  Commentary


  The personification of "Rumor" that opens the play is partly derived from ancient Greek and Roman mythology and is partly a piece of folk wisdom. Rumor is very similar to "Fama," the goddess in charge of rumors in Virgil's classical Latin epic, The Aeneid. That character has many eyes, tongues, and ears, and tells both truth and lies.


  Rumor's speech is a message with a moral: although crowds love rumors, gossip can be dangerous and misleading. This is what we see illustrated in the next scene, I.i. It is tragic to watch Northumberland being told that his side has won and that his son is safe, only to discover that the report is merely rumor and, in reality, his son is dead and his army has been defeated. Rumor says at the end of its speech: "From Rumor's tongues / They [the messengers] bring smooth comforts false, worse than true wrongs" (ll. 39-40). Here, Shakespeare is pointing out to us, through Rumor, that hearing false good news is worse than hearing the truth, even if the truth is bad. Shakespeare is also reminding us that it is people themselves--the crowd, or the "blunt monster with uncounted heads" (18)--who cause rumors to be passed along.


  Shakespeare draws out the news of Hotspur's defeat and of the rebellion's loss, making Northumberland anticipate the news of his son's death before hearing it: he tells Morton that he is sure of "my Percy's death ere thou report'st it" (75). When Morton finally gives the blow-by-blow story of Hotspur's death at the hands of Prince Hal, it has a sad ring of finality. Morton says he saw Prince Hal's "swift sword beat down / The never-daunted Percy to the earth, / From whence with life he never more sprung up" (109-111). Because his spirit had "lent a fire" to his troops (112-113), his soldiers fled when he died. The speeches are filled with the images of death and loss and bodies sinking downward to the earth: words like "dull," "heavy," "dead," "faint," and "spiritless" are repeated many times, like hammer blows driving home hopelessness and grief.


  Northumberland's reaction is a wild spasm of grief. He uses powerful language that seems to call down a curse upon his son's killers: "Now bind my brows with iron! . . . / Let heaven kiss earth! Now let not Nature's hand / Keep the wild flood confin'd! Let order die!" (150-154). His friends, however, calm him down by reminding him that raging against the world will do no good and that he and his allies have known all along the risk of their actions. As Morton says, "You cast th'event of war . . . / before you said/ 'Let us make head.' It was your presurmise / That in the dole of blows your son might drop" (166-169). That is, Northumberland knew the risks and knew he might lose Hotspur.


  Morton's speech to Northumberland at the end of the scene, in which he lays out the details of the Archbishop of York's rebellion, brings up some important points about the events that come before the present play. Henry IV, Part 2 and the play that comes before it, Henry IV, Part 1, are both sequels to an even earlier play, Richard II. That play tells the story of how King Henry IV got his crown: he overthrew the previous ruler, Richard II, who was unpopular. Richard II was later murdered in prison. Morton tells us that the Archbishop stirs up his followers "with the blood / Of fair King Richard, scrap'd from Pomfret stones" (204-5). (Pomfret is the name of the castle in which Richard died.) The rebellion that has just lost the Battle of Shrewsbury has been using, and will continue to use, King Henry's murder of the former King Richard as one of its justifications.


  Act I, scenes ii-iii


  Summary


  On a London street, we find Sir John Falstaff and his page. Falstaff is a friend of Prince Hal, the heir to the throne; an old, fat, rowdy and witty scoundrel, he taught Hal the ways of the world during Hal's wild teenage years. Falstaff used to spend all his time rollicking in taverns and committing highway robberies, but he has gained fame and importance since the Battle of Shrewsbury by pretending that it was he who killed Hotspur, the courageous rebel leader. (Actually, the deed was done by Prince Hal, who willingly let Falstaff take credit for it.)


  Falstaff now has a page boy to carry his sword, and we find him asking the page about a couple of very important matters: first, what the doctor had to say about a urine sample Falstaff recently gave him; and, second, what the merchant had to say about the fancy new suit he has ordered. The page admits that the doctor was not sure and that the merchant refused Falstaff's order because of his shady credit. Falstaff, in typical fashion, bursts into a stream of witty insults against the absent merchant.


  The Lord Chief Justice, the top law official in the court of England, approaches Falstaff to speak with him about a criminal charge. It seems that Falstaff was ordered into court several weeks ago for investigation in connection with a highway robbery, but he managed to avoid going because he was suddenly called away to fight on the king's side in the recent civil war that culminated at the Battle of Shrewsbury. The Justice, who knows exactly what sort of person Falstaff is despite Falstaff's new rank and importance, is calm and self-assured enough to ignore Falstaff's insults. He tells Falstaff that he will be forgiving this time, since there is no need to reopen old wounds. We learn during their conversation that Falstaff is being called away to fight the Earl of Northumberland and the Archbishop of York, as part of an army led by Prince John, the younger son of King Henry. After the Justice leaves, Falstaff sends his page off with letters to the military leaders, and he goes to prepare to leave for the war.


  Meanwhile, in the palace of the Archbishop of York, in the north of England, the Archbishop and three allies--Thomas Mowbray, the Earl Marshal; Lord Hastings; and Lord Bardolph--are planning their next move against King Henry's forces. The critical question is whether or not the Earl of Northumberland can be counted upon to support them: if he sends his army, the rebels will have enough men to stand a good chance against the king, but if he does not, their numbers may be too few. Hastings argues that Northumberland is sure to send his troops because he is angry about the death of his son Hotspur in the previous battle; Lord Bardolph and the Archbishop point out that Hotspur lost, in part, because his father backed out of sending his troops at the last minute (events covered in Henry IV, Part 1). Hastings, however, also reminds them that the King must now divide his forces into three separate parts--one to fight them, one to fight the guerrilla rebels in Wales led by Owen Glendower, and one to maintain the fight in a current dispute with the French. The three conspirators agree to move ahead with their showdown with the king, whether or not Northumberland supports them.


  Commentary


  In I.ii, we are introduced to Falstaff, one of the play's most important characters. Falstaff is one of Shakespeare's most famous creations. The critic Harold Bloom, for instance, has ranked him second only to Hamlet as the character who provides the strongest evidence of Shakespeare's genius.


  Why are critics so fascinated by Falstaff? He seems, at first, completely superficial. By the errands he sends his page on, we get an immediate glimpse of what is important to Falstaff: he is checking to make sure he does not have any sexually transmitted diseases (that is what the urine sample is for) and buying trendy new clothing with his new riches. Beyond that, we also learn that the merchants in town do not trust either him or his friends with a line of credit and that he has recently been implicated in a serious robbery.


  But Falstaff's appeal has nothing to do with upright morals. Falstaff is interesting because he is anarchic; his value system is clearly different from that which either the noblemen or the officers of law claim to follow. He ignores standard upper-class conventions of legality, honor, and propriety, and he seems to have an enormous amount of fun doing it. He is also extremely witty, as can be seen in his long monologues, which frequently start with an insult and take off from there. Falstaff is an inveterate punner, and nearly everything he says has two or more meanings. Often compared to the figures of "Vice" and "Gluttony" from the old medieval morality plays, his character also echoes the "Lord of Misrule," a figure from English folk festival tradition who represents anarchy, fun without rules, and turning order on its head.


  Falstaff shows his anarchic nature when he cheerfully ignores and then insults the Lord Chief Justice, the most important law official in the nation. He turns the Justice's remarks on their heads with replies that are half nonsense and half serious: when the Justice rebukes him for claiming to be young when he is clearly old, Falstaff replies that he was born only this afternoon and had his white hair and a potbelly at birth. Falstaff's cleverness at adapting to a situation is encapsulated in his last line of the scene: "A good wit will make use of anything; I will turn diseases to commodity" (249-250).


  In I.ii, the discussion of the four conspirators in the Archbishop's house provides an interesting sampling of some of the play's different approaches to the arts of war and strategy. Hastings shows himself to be confident and assertive, insisting that Northumberland will come through, that the king's forces will be divided, and that the rebels have nothing to worry about. Lord Bardolph, on the other hand, is cautious and realistic--perhaps having learned his lesson in I.i, when he too quickly brought Northumberland the over-optimistic news about the outcome of the battle at Shrewsbury. Lord Bardolph and the Archbishop make the point that it was overconfidence that helped to sink Hotspur at the Battle of Shrewsbury: counting on troops that never showed up, he "lin'd himself with hope, / Eating the air and promise of supply, / ...And so, with great imagination / ...winking leap'd into destruction" (27-33). Lord Bardolph's complicated architectural metaphor compares the rebels' planned attack to building a house: if everything is not planned carefully, then the house will never be finished and disaster will follow.


  The Archbishop's closing speech in I.iii returns again, as in I.i, to events that occurred before the action of Henry IV, Part 2. Just as Morton indicated to Northumberland, the Archbishop is using the memory of the murdered Richard II to spur on the rebels against King Henry IV. Here, the Archbishop ruefully remembers how popular Henry (then called "Henry Bolingbroke") was when he first seized the crown from Richard. Being an intelligent and thoughtful man, the Archbishop realizes that there is a generalization to be made here: no matter how well things are going, people are always dissatisfied with the present moment--they remember the past as being better and look to the future for change. That is why they were so quick to overthrow Richard, he thinks. The Archbishop sums this up in his famous phrase: "O thoughts of men accurs'd! / Past and to come seem best; things present, worst" (107-8).


  Act II, scenes i-ii


  Summary


  Near the Boar's Head Tavern in Eastcheap, London--Falstaff's favorite dive, in a seedy part of town--Mistress Quickly, the dim-witted but good-hearted Hostess of the tavern, is talking to two officers of the law whom she has called to arrest Falstaff for the large unpaid bar debt he owes her. The officers, Fang and Snare, try to arrest Falstaff when he walks in, but Falstaff, along with his page and his friend Bardolph, attacks the officers. A rather ludicrous fight ensues, which is broken up when the Lord Chief Justice unexpectedly enters with his men. Falstaff tries to wiggle out of the situation, as usual, but the Justice remains calm and eventually gets to the heart of the matter. He orders Falstaff to recompense the Hostess both for the money he owes her and for a false promise he has made to marry her--the first by paying her the money he owes, the second by apologizing. Falstaff, however, takes the Hostess aside and, with his usual facility, convinces her to pawn her silver plates and tapestries in order to lend him money. Falstaff also makes arrangements to have supper that night at the Boar's Head Tavern with a favorite prostitute named Doll Tearsheet.


  Meanwhile, Gower, one of King Henry IV's courtiers, enters with messages for the Lord Chief Justice. We learn that the king is returning to London from his expedition to fight native rebels in Wales and that part of his forces have been sent to the north of England to face the rebelling Earl of Northumberland and Archbishop of York. After failing to convince Gower to come with him to dinner, Falstaff is sent off by the Justice with a sharp reminder that he ought to get on the road: he will have to draft men along the way in order to have a company of soldiers to command when he reaches the battle.


  Elsewhere in London, Prince Hal has recently come back from the Battle of Shrewsbury. He is accompanied by Poins, one of the smarter, quieter, and more dangerous members of Falstaff's crowd with whom Hal has recently been spending a lot of time. Hal says he is feeling tired these days and could use some beer. But he will not drink any because he has started to have mixed feelings about the days when he used to drink and carouse with Falstaff, Poins, Bardolph, and the rest. He seems to regret it now, and he is subtly insulting to Poins. He also says that he feels terrible that his father, King Henry IV, is so very sick. Poins thinks Hal is being a hypocrite, but Hal swears he is not.


  Bardolph comes in with Falstaff's page, who bears a letter to Hal from Falstaff. The letter is brief and ridiculous. In typical Falstaff style, it says nothing but hello and good-bye, but it does so in silly and high-flown language. Prince Hal, apparently either very bored or struck by a sudden inspiration, decides that this would be a good time to play a practical joke. Learning from Falstaff's page that Falstaff will be eating at the Boar's Head with Doll Tearsheet tonight, he decides that he and Poins should dress up as serving-men and spy upon him at the tavern. Poins agrees, Bardolph and the page agree to keep their mouths shut, and everyone heads off to get ready.


  Commentary


  In II.i, we are treated to another round of Falstaff being Falstaff. He bluffs, he weasels, he fights, he insults people with great intelligence and flamboyance, he is cheerfully rude to the Lord Chief Justice, and he convinces Hostess Quickly not only to drop charges against him and to ignore his tavern bill but also to actually lend him more money. As the Lord Chief Justice--the only one, it seems, who can resist the blustery charm of Falstaff's "throng of words"--puts it: "Sir John, Sir John, I am well acquainted with your manner of wrenching the true cause the false way" (107-110).


  It is worth noting that here, as in I.ii, the Justice is the only character who is able to keep a level head around Falstaff. The subdued conflict between the two of them is significant because it is the visible symbol for a major theme of the play. Until now, Falstaff has been acting as Hal's father figure, teaching him in the ways of the underworld. From here on in, however, and especially after King Henry IV's death, the Lord Chief Justice will increasingly take Falstaff's place as a father figure to Hal. The conflict between law and anarchy is represented in the repeated clashes between Falstaff and the Chief Justice, as is the struggle--between responsibility and hell-raising--raging within Prince Hal himself.


  Hal's internal struggle is illustrated in II.ii. This scene marks our first view of Hal in Henry IV, Part 2 (he was the central character of Henry IV, Part 1). He already seems a changed person, in the process of retreating from his previous life. However, although the hell-raising of his youth no longer appeals to the maturing prince, he does not yet seem quite ready to abandon his old friends; thus, we see Hal hanging out with Poins even as he says to him, "What a disgrace is it to me to remember thy name!" (12-13).


  Hal's identity confusion is well demonstrated by his piteous question, "Doth it not show vilely in me to desire small beer?" (5-6). Most of us would not suffer so much anguish over wanting a mug of beer ("small beer," by the way, was a thinned-out version, often used for hangovers--and, thus, perhaps, a decent cure for Hal's weariness). In his struggle to define himself, however, and to put his past behind him, Hal seems to perceive this simple desire as a personal weakness.


  Hal's character development, here and later on, owes a great deal to the events of Henry IV, Part 1. There are three important things to know about that earlier play: First, in it, we see Hal taking part in the life of the tavern with Falstaff and his friends, to the enormous disappointment of his father and the court nobles. Second, Hal tells the audience that this is actually all part of a plan--he is trying to make himself look like a hopeless bum so that everyone will be very impressed when he suddenly reforms himself into a king, (Henry IV, Part 1, I.ii). Third, in the middle of that play, Hal makes a solemn promise to his father that he will reform and act like a true prince from now on (III.ii). In the current scene (Henry IV, Part 2, II.ii), Hal is clearly pondering this promise and trying to figure out what is the right thing to do next--and whether or not that is what he actually wants to do.


  Hal's sudden decision to spy on Falstaff in the Boar's Head Tavern is a little unexpected, given his solemnity and his father's sickness. We might read it as an attempt to distract himself from his concern about King Henry's worsening health; or, perhaps, as a result of his conflicting desires to abandon his friends and to remain with them.


  Act II, Scenes iii-iv


  Summary


  In the Earl of Northumberland's castle in northern England, Northumberland is talking with his wife, Lady Northumberland, and his daughter-in-law, Lady Percy--the widow of his son Hotspur, who has recently been killed at the Battle of Shrewsbury. Northumberland has been talking to his wife and Lady Percy about his plans for going back to war against the king, and they have both been trying to persuade him not to go. Lady Percy is particularly angry: she reminds Northumberland that his son--her husband--is dead largely because Northumberland refused to send his troops to help him at Shrewsbury, and argues that there is little point in going back to war now. Northumberland, wavering, decides that she is right and that he will leave the Archbishop of York and Mowbray, the Earl Marshal, to fight alone against the king.


  Back at the Boar's Head Tavern in Eastcheap, London, Falstaff is having dinner with Bardolph, Mistress Quickly, and Doll Tearsheet, his favorite prostitute. An old acquaintance, Ancient Pistol--an ensign in the army who serves under Falstaff--pays a visit, but he is prone to fighting and nearly gets into a brawl with Doll Tearsheet. Falstaff and Bardolph drive him out, and Doll sits in Falstaff's lap while she and Falstaff flirt gently with one another. First musicians enter and play music and then the serving-men--actually Prince Hal and Poins, disguised as barmen in order to spy on Falstaff--enter to serve dinner. Doll questions Falstaff about his friends, and Falstaff insults Hal and Poins, though not with any great malice. Hal and Poins come forward and reveal themselves, and Hal angrily accuses Falstaff of hypocrisy. Falstaff is flustered, and they get into an argument.


  Suddenly, Peto, another of Falstaff's men, enters, with military news. King Henry IV has returned to his castle outside London (i.e., Westminster Castle), and the officers of the army are seeking Falstaff. After Prince Hal and Poins leave for Westminster, there is a knocking at the door. Army captains have come, asking for Falstaff. The Hostess and Doll bid Falstaff a touching good-bye as he goes off to the war.


  Commentary


  The short scene of II.iii serves to inform us that Northumberland cannot be counted on to bring his troops to the aid of the rebels. This bodes ill for the rebellion. The scene also brings us back to the events that have occurred before the beginning of the play. This time, the events are those leading up to the Battle of Shrewsbury--action that takes place in Henry IV, Part 1. Lady Percy's words to Northumberland, reminding him of his failure to bring in his troops to help his son, seem to be calculated to make him feel as much grief about Hotspur's death as she does: "The time was, father, that you broke your word . . . / When your own Percy, when my heart's dear Harry, / Threw many a northward look to see his father / Bring up his powers, but he did long in vain" (10-14). Out of remorse or a recurrence of simple cowardice, Northumberland lets himself be persuaded to stay home once again.


  Act II, scene iv is one of the most lively and varied scenes in the play, and its action moves between many different moods--vulgar brawling, knock-down comedy, tender affection, and real anger. It is a good showcase for what so many people like about the "Henry" plays: the way they show the lives and emotions of "common" or vulgar people alongside those of the great noblemen, thus, demonstrating that human nature is similar in all walks of life.


  Falstaff's tender moments with Doll Tearsheet show us a new side of his character. He seems to be genuinely fond of her, and she, perhaps, genuinely loves him. Their conversation also brings up the theme of mortality that grows stronger as the play progresses. Doll says to Falstaff, with her usual mix of insults and affection: "Thou whoreson tidy little Bartholomew boar-pig, when wilt thou leave fighting a-days, and foining a-nights, and begin to patch up thine old body for heaven?" (227-230). Falstaff's answer is "Peace, good Doll, do not speak like a death's-head, do not bid me remember mine end" (231-2). A "death's-head" was a skull, sometimes kept around during the Renaissance in order to make people think about their mortality. Falstaff asks Doll not to make him think about it, but, only a few lines later, he acknowledges his advanced age to Doll--something he jauntily denied when confronted with it by the Lord Chief Justice in I.ii. "I am old, I am old," Falstaff laments, and Doll, kissing him, promises, "I love thee better than I love e'er a scurvy young boy of them all" (268-70).


  Ancient Pistol is a unique character and would most likely have struck Shakespeare's audience as hilarious. He is a braggart and "swaggerer" (as Doll and the Hostess call him (69-105))--that is, a brawler--but he also speaks in a bizarrely dramatic style consisting of references to classical literature and to contemporary melodramas, romances, and tragedies. Thus, when he draws his sword to attack Doll, he does not stop with saying, "I'll be revenged of her" (150), but continues by belting out, "I'll see her damned first! To Pluto's damned lake, by this hand, to th'infernal deep, with Erebus and tortures vile also! Hold hook and line, say I! Down, down, dogs! Down, faitors! Have we not Hiren here?" (153-157). Most of what he says is incomprehensible both to us and to the characters in the play.


  However, Shakespeare's audiences would have been amused by Pistol for several reasons. For one thing, like many of the other minor characters in the play, he lives up to his name: in 1598, the pistol was a dangerous, noisy, and erratic weapon. But he also comes across as a ludicrous parody of the more melodramatic plays that were being acted on the stage in Shakespeare's time. Among other things, Pistol ridiculously mangles several lines from the flashy and violent plays of Christopher Marlowe, Shakespeare's most famous and gifted contemporary and rival.


  Act III, Scene i


  Summary


  In this scene, King Henry IV is in his palace at Westminster. It is the middle of the night and he is in his nightgown, but he is still awake and working on the paperwork of the war.


  When he is left alone, King Henry begins to talk to himself and the audience. He says that he has extremely bad insomnia and that these days he cannot sleep at all. Bitterly, he realizes that even the poorest of his subjects can sleep at night in their tattered beds, but he, the wealthy king, is too weighed down by worry, remorse, and anxiety to be able to do so. He concludes that people in positions of power are usually less happy and carefree than the poor and simple.


  The Earl of Warwick and the Earl of Surrey, to whom the King sent messages at the beginning of the scene, enter and interrupt him in his reverie (they wish him good morning, and the king, startled, learns that it is now past one).


  The three discuss the nation's current state of affairs: they know that the Earl of Northumberland is considering waging war against them. (They do not yet know what we, the readers, have found out in II.iii: that Northumberland has decided against supporting the rebellion.) The king muses about how swiftly time flows, the years turn, and people change. Less than ten years ago, Northumberland was a good friend of King Richard II, the king who reigned before Henry IV. Eight years ago, Northumberland turned against Richard and helped Henry take the throne from him. And now, Northumberland has turned against Henry himself. King Richard had prophesied that this would happen, and King Henry is now disturbed at the realization that Richard had been right.


  Warwick, however, points out to the king that Richard had simply guessed that Northumberland would prove a traitor because he had already betrayed Richard. King Henry agrees, and the conversation turns to the course of the war. There is a rumor that the rebels have fifty thousand men, but Warwick is sure that these are merely rumors and that the rebels have no more than half that number. Moreover, he has good news from the west: Owen Glendower, the leader of the rebellious Welsh guerrilla fighters, is dead, so the king will be able to focus his efforts on the English rebels. Since the king has been growing sicker lately, the lords urge him to go to bed. King Henry, regretting once again that this war has prevented him from joining the Crusades in Jerusalem, agrees.


  Commentary


  Compared to the lowlifes and peasants of the play, the noblemen often speak in elevated and complex language. King Henry IV is the most elevated among them, and his monologues here are masterpieces of densely woven metaphor, wordplay, and imagery--and are often very difficult to follow, at least on the first reading. They are worth looking over more than once.


  His opening monologue, a contemplation of how elusive sleep is to mighty kings, showcases the breadth and depth of Shakespeare's imagination. Starting with the complaint that he, lying peacefully in the cozy and "perfum'd chambers of the great" (12), cannot get any rest, King Henry goes on to imagine where sleep has landed tonight: in peasants' shacks, choked with smoke from the fire and interrupted with "buzzing night-flies" (11); or even with the boy at sea who, perched in the highest mast of the ship to keep watch amid the tumbling of the waves, the blowing of the wind, and the wet spray from the ocean, still manages to doze off (18-31). Henry asks rhetorically, "Canst thou, O partial sleep, give thy repose, / To the wet sea-boy in an hour so rude, / And in the calmest and most stillest night... / Deny it to a King?" (26-30). He closes the speech with one of the play's most famous lines, often quoted as a motto about the anxiety and discomfort that accompany great power: "Then happy low, lie down! / Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown" (30-31). This kind of speech--the dark and uneasy contemplations of a king, alone in the middle of the night, facing the darkness in his own soul--seems to have fascinated Shakespeare. (Similar speeches appear in Macbeth and Hamlet.)


  The king's second speech, after the other noblemen come in, is also grand in scope. Northumberland's rebellion has caused him to think about his own earlier rebellion, eight years before, in which Northumberland was his ally. His realization of how everything changes causes the king to despair on a grand scale: he wishes he could get enough perspective to "read the book of fate" (45) and see how time has made mountains wear away, coastlines disappear into the ocean, and water covering dry land.


  Richard also seems to be a worried by his memory of the prediction that King Richard II had made, when Henry himself overthrew him: that Northumberland would rise against Henry himself. (The events Henry recounts in the passage are covered in Shakespeare's Richard II, III.iii, and V.i.) Warwick calms Henry down by reminding him that Richard's prediction was not a difficult one in light of his betrayal by Northumberland. Still, the events of the past clearly loom over this play, haunting both Henry IV and his antagonists. The king's repetition of his desire to go to Jerusalem, for instance, is a theme continued from both Richard II and Henry IV, Part 1, which will eventually have its resolution in this play in IV.v.


  Act III, Scene ii


  Summary


  In rural Gloucestershire in central England, we meet two prosperous rustic men: Justice Shallow and Justice Silence. They are justices of the peace, or minor law officials, who also own farms; they are typical of the rural upper-middle class of Elizabethan England. They are also cousins, and Justice Shallow is an old school friend of Falstaff. The two are getting ready for Falstaff's arrival, for he will be coming through Gloucestershire looking for recruits to draft into the king's war against the rebels in the north.


  Shallow, living up to his name, talks jovially and abundantly; Silence, living up to his, answers Shallow but seldom says anything on his own. Shallow's conversation is largely about farming, neighbors (which of his old friends are dead and which are still alive), and fond memories of his school days. He and Falstaff went to college together at the Inns of Court, the elite law schools in London. Apparently, Falstaff has not changed very much since then; Shallow fondly recalls their visits with the "bona-robas" of London (an Elizabethan word for a high-class prostitute). He proudly describes having seen Falstaff beat up a man named Scoggin, at the very gate of the court, when Falstaff was a mere "crack," or boy (22, 28-30).


  Falstaff and Bardolph arrive, and the two justices present to them the recruits they have rounded up. The recruits--country men named Mouldy, Shadow, Wart, Feeble, and Bullcalf--are mostly ragged and skinny, as their names suggest, but Falstaff chooses all except Wart to come with him, ordering Bardolph to "prick them," or write down their names in the book of draftees. However, Bullcalf and Mouldy bribe Bardolph to let them off the hook, and when Bardolph quietly passes on the word to Falstaff, he tells them they can go. Justice Shallow, unfamiliar with Falstaff's usual way of doing business, is confused and protests loudly that Falstaff has not chosen the best men. Falstaff responds by confusing him with high-flown language about how a soldier's physical strength is not always the best measure of his valor, and he declares that he will take only Shadow, Feeble, and Wart.


  Shallow presses Falstaff to stay for dinner, but Falstaff says, in a surprising moment of responsibility, that he must march on tonight toward the war. They exchange fond good-byes, and Falstaff, alone, recalls aloud that Shallow has always been a fool. Now, however, he is also rich, and Falstaff decides that if he returns from the war he will come back and get Shallow to lend him some money.


  Commentary


  This long scene shows us a part of English life we have not seen before: country living. Shallow and Silence are presented as members of the country bourgeoisie. They are comfortable, middle-class, conservative men, who live a lifestyle that the English of the Renaissance associated strongly with tradition: long before urbanization created the slums of London, people had been living in small towns and farming the countryside in ways that had continued, more or less unchanged, for centuries. Shakespeare himself was born and raised in the country, and many critics read these Gloucestershire scenes as a loving tribute to traditional English country life, despite the way in which the pompous Shallow and simple Silence are clearly being mocked.


  Shakespeare also makes interesting use of the images of country life--lush vegetation and prosperous farmers' livestock--to cleverly bring into relief a theme that recurs throughout the play: human mortality. Justice Shallow mixes his farm talk and college memories with discussions of death. In remembering his years spent partying with Falstaff at college in London, Shallow says, "Jesu, Jesu, the mad days that I have had! And to see how many of my old acquaintance are dead!" When Silence responds, pragmatically, "We shall all follow, cousin," Shallow's pious but scattered reply is: "Certain, 'tis certain, very sure, very sure. Death, as the Psalmist saith, is certain to all, all shall die. How a good yoke of bullocks at Stamford fair?" (32-38) Following up a comment about the inevitability of death with a question about the current price of livestock, Shallow unwittingly juxtaposes life and death--thereby both trivializing the seriousness of death and reminding us how closely related it is to day-to-day life.


  The theme re-appears later in Shallow and Falstaff's discussion about the advancing age of Jane Nightwork, a prostitute whom both had enjoyed in their college days (189-214). It also appears in lines like Feeble's "[W]e owe God a death" (229-230) and Falstaff's unobtrusively ominous closing remarks: "Well, I'll be acquainted with him [Shallow] if I return" (322-3; emphasis added).


  Act IV, Scenes i-iii


  Summary


  In Gaultree Forest in Yorkshire, the leaders of the rebel army--the Archbishop of York, Mowbray, and Hastings--have arrived with their army. The Archbishop tells his allies he has received a letter from Northumberland in which he says he will not be coming to their aid.


  A soldier, returning to the camp from a scouting mission, reports that King Henry IV's approaching army is now barely a mile away. The army is being led by Prince John, the king's younger son; the king, who is sick, is still at Westminster. The scout is immediately followed by the Earl of Westmoreland, an ally of King Henry who has been sent as a messenger. Westmoreland accuses the Archbishop of improperly using his religious authority to support rebellion; the Archbishop replies that he did not want to, but he felt he had no choice, since King Henry was leading the country into ruin and the rebels could not get their complaints addressed. Westmoreland tells the rebels that Prince John has been given full authority to act in the king's name and is willing to grant their demands if they seem reasonable. The Archbishop gives Westmoreland a list of the rebels' demands, and Westmoreland leaves to show it to Prince John.


  While the rebels wait for Westmoreland to return, Mowbray voices his fear that, even if they do make peace, the royal family will only be waiting for an opportunity to have them killed. However, Hastings and the Archbishop are sure that his fears are groundless.


  Westmoreland returns and brings the rebels back with him to the royal camp to speak with Prince John. The prince says that he has looked over the demands and that they seem reasonable; he will grant all the rebels' requests. If they agree, he says, they should discharge their army and let the soldiers go home.


  Very pleased, the rebel leaders send messengers to tell their soldiers that they can go home. They and Prince John drink together and make small talk about the upcoming peace. However, as soon as word comes from the rebels' messengers that their army has been scattered, Prince John gives an order to arrest Hastings, Mowbray, and the Archbishop as traitors. When they ask how he can be so dishonorable, Prince John answers that he is not breaking his word: he promised to address their complaints, and he will. However, he never promised not to kill the rebels themselves. He then gives orders for the rebels to be taken away and executed.


  Meanwhile, elsewhere in the forest, one of the departing rebels--Sir John Coleville of the Dale--runs into Falstaff, who has finally made it to the field of battle. Recognizing Falstaff, Coleville surrenders to him. (Most people are now afraid of Falstaff because they falsely believe that he killed the famous rebel Hotspur at the Battle of Shrewsbury.) Prince John enters the scene and Falstaff presents his captive to him. Westmoreland appears to tell the Prince that the army is withdrawing; Prince John sends Coleville off with the other rebels to execution, and he announces he will return to the court in London because he hears his father is very sick. Falstaff heads off to Gloucestershire in order to beg some money from Justice Shallow.


  Commentary


  Prince John's behavior in these scenes is, at best, underhanded and, at worst, tremendously dishonorable. He effectively lies to the rebels, telling Mowbray, Hastings and the Archbishop that he will concede to their demands, and then he reneges on his promise as soon as they have trustingly sent away their troops. The technicality that he uses to justify his action--the fact that he promised to address the rebels' complaints, not to ensure their safety--seems morally questionable. Prince John seems to go out of his way to convince the rebels that he means them no harm, repeatedly saying things like "Let's drink together friendly and embrace / That all their eyes may bear the tokens home / Of our restored love and amity" (63-65). That Hastings, Mowbray, and the Archbishop would have taken this as a promise of forgiveness seems obvious.


  Prince John comes across as a much more treacherous character than any of the rebels over whom he claims moral authority. However, if we begin by assuming, as many during the Middle Ages did, that the king and the royal family are always right and have the authority of God himself behind them, then anyone who rises against them is clearly in the wrong. The royal family, thus, has the right to defeat them by any means necessary.


  This line of thinking is related to the idea of the "divine right" of kings. It is an idea with obvious political value for rulers and one that was popular in the Middle Ages; the Renaissance was just beginning to question this assumption. It is obvious that at least some of King Henry's followers subscribe to this idea. When the Archbishop challenges Prince John's duplicity by asking, "Is this proceeding just and honorable?" Westmoreland replies by asking, "Is your assembly so?" This is the only answer that either he or John makes to the rebels' accusations that Prince John has broken his oath. Answering the questions only with another question, Westmoreland implies that Prince John's behavior is not wrong because it has corrected a previous wrong (i.e., "two wrongs make a right").


  This concept of honor may be good enough for Prince John, and it may have been what some of Shakespeare's audience--including his ruler, Queen Elizabeth--wanted to hear. Shakespeare, however, seems to have been ambivalent about it; he has Falstaff voice his reservations about Prince John's behavior in his closing speech in IV.iii. In typical Falstaff style, he goes off into a very long, complex, and witty speech about a seemingly trivial topic--this time, wine--and expands it into a discussion of abstract truths that apply to the situation at hand.


  In praising the virtue wine has in making men witty, Falstaff brings forth the virtues of a value system different from that of the king and his followers. He criticizes Prince John, in a somewhat worried tone, wishing that Prince John had "wit," for it would be "better than your dukedom. Good faith," he goes on, "this same sober-blooded boy doth not love me, not a man cannot make him laugh... There's never none of these demure boys come to any proof... They are generally fools and cowards" (84-93). Falstaff humorously blames Prince John's defects on his refusal to drink wine, but he also makes a valid criticism of Prince John's frightening lack of a sense of humor and strange version of "honor," which seems to be utterly lacking in human compassion. Falstaff knows, too, where Prince John got these bad qualities: from the leader of the state himself, King Henry IV. Even Prince Hal, he adds, is only valiant because "the cold blood he inherited of his father he hath... tilled, with excellent endeavor of drinking" (114-119).


  Act IV, Scene iv


  Summary


  In his palace at Westminster, the ill King Henry IV is talking with his advisors and his younger sons, Thomas Duke of Clarence and Humphrey Duke of Gloucester. As soon as the present civil war is resolved, he says, he wants to lead an army to join the Crusades in Jerusalem; he has prepared everything he will need for this. The king is clearly sick enough that he may not last that long, but no one seems to want to be the one to say it.


  Learning that Hal is in London this evening with his rascally friends, the king laments Hal's waywardness to his younger sons. Westmoreland enters, bringing news that the three rebel leaders--Mowbray, Hastings, and the Archbishop of York--have been executed. Then, Harcourt, another lord, enters with news that the rebellious Northumberland has also been overthrown. The king first rejoices but then suddenly starts to feel very sick. Conscious, but weak, the king is laid on a bed in another chamber and left alone.


  Prince Hal enters, and his brothers tell him of their father's illness. Hal enters his father's room to sit by him and, contemplating the crown that lies beside him on the pillow, criticizes it for the heavy weight it has imposed upon his father. The king seems to stop breathing, and Hal, thinking he is dead, reverentially lifts the crown onto his own head and goes into another room to think alone.


  King Henry wakes up suddenly and, calling his attendants, learns that Hal was with him but a moment before. Finding his crown gone, he becomes angry and bitter, thinking that Hal has revealed his own greediness and lack of love for his father. But Warwick spies Hal weeping in the next room, and King Henry sends the others away to speak with Hal alone.


  The king angrily rebukes Hal for being so quick to seize the crown. He condemns him for his careless, violent, freewheeling life, and he paints a vivid picture of the horrors he thinks England can expect when Hal becomes king. Hal kneels before his father, weeping, and swears that he loves his father and was full of grief when he thought him dead; he says that he views the crown as an enemy to fight with, not as a treasure. King Henry, moved by the speech, lets Hal sit next to him. With his dying breath, he tells Hal that he hopes he will find more peace as king than Henry did.


  The younger princes then return, and King Henry is pleased to see them. Upon asking the name of the chamber where he first collapsed, he is told that the room is called "Jerusalem." The king realizes, at last, that he will never see the real Jerusalem--where it had once been foretold that he would die--but he will die in the room named "Jerusalem." The others carry him away to this room.


  Commentary


  Hal's musings as he looks at the crown on his father's pillow are similar to the earlier thoughts of King Henry himself. The Prince's question, "Why doth the crown lie there upon his pillow, / Being so troublesome a bedfellow?" (Iv.v.20-21) is a strong reminder of his father's earlier "Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown" (III.i.30-31). Clearly, Hal has started to view kingship as the weighty responsibility that it is; this is a clear sign that he has matured beyond his youthful hell-raising.


  Hal has also started to manifest a strong devotion to his nation, his lineage, and his family inheritance as king. When, thinking his father dead, he puts the crown on is own head, he makes a strong statement about his sense of ancestral royalty: "[P]ut the world's whole strength / Into one giant arm, it shall not force/ This lineal honor from me. This from thee / Will I to mine leave, as 'tis left to me" (IV.v.42-46).


  King Henry, of course, misinterprets Hal's actions when he awakes and immediately tries to use Hal's perceived theft of the crown as a lesson to his younger sons: "See, sons . . . / How quickly nature falls into revolt / When gold becomes her object!" (64-66). We also see a resurgence of one of King Henry's old insecurities: he seems to be completely convinced that his son hates him and that Hal cannot wait for him to die so that he can take the crown. "I stay too long by thee, I weary thee," he says, with a mixture of anger, grief, and bitterness. "Thy life did manifest thou lov'dst me not, / And thou wilt have me die assur'd of it" (93, 104-5).


  King Henry follows this statement with his vision of what Hal will do once he becomes king. We saw the king earlier express his concern about the fate of the country when Hal's "headstrong riot hath no curb, / When rage and hot blood are his counsellors" (62-63). Now he tells Hal directly what he fears: that Hal will "[p]luck down my officers; break my decrees . . . / Harry the fift is crown'd! Up, vanity! Down, royal state! . . . / For the fifth Harry from curb'd licence plucks / The muzzle of restraint, and the wild dog / Shall flesh his tooth on every innocent" (117-120, 130-132). King Henry fears that Hal will get rid of his wise counselors, break the laws, remove the judges, and fill the court instead with his foolish, rascally friends--the "apes of idleness" (122). If he does that, King Henry knows, the result will be violence. Without the restraint of law, anarchy will burst forth, and England will become lawless and wild: "a wilderness again, / Peopled with wolves, [its] old inhabitants!" (156-7).


  Hal's response is memorable and touching. He swears to his father that he is not really a rioter and vows upon his life to prove that his claim is true. He also explains that he understands the seriousness of the responsibility the crown confers. He says that when he took the crown from his father's pillow, he looked at it not as a treasure, but as "an enemy / That had before my face murder'd my father, / The quarrel of a true inheritor" (165-168).


  King Henry's final words to his son recall the way in which Henry came to power. They also suggest that the civil wars that have plagued his reign are a direct result of that initial bloodshed: "It seem'd in me / But an honor snatch'd with boist'rous hand . . . / For all my reign hath been but as a scene / Acting that argument" (190-1, 197-8). He explains that he had always wanted to go to Jerusalem in order to atone for the murder of his predecessor, King Richard. Finally, he gives Hal some strategic advice; in order to prevent civil wars at home, he says, make war overseas: "[B]usy giddy minds / With foreign quarrels" (213-4). In this speech, Shakespeare quickly summarizes the events of this play's prequels and sequels: from Richard II, in which Henry IV rose to power, to Henry V, in which Prince Hal, now Henry V, will invade France.


  Act V, Scenes i-ii


  Summary


  Falstaff and Bardolph have returned to Gloucestershire, where they are warmly welcomed by Justice Shallow. Shallow gives orders to his servant, Davy, to prepare a fine dinner for the guests; Davy continually interrupts him by asking questions about the household management and asking favors for servants and local peasants who are in trouble. Falstaff, left alone, laughs over Shallow's friendly foolishness and declares that he will get enough material out of observing Shallow to make Prince Hal laugh for a year.


  Back in the king's castle at Westminster, the Lord Chief Justice, Warwick, and the younger Princes--Prince John, Clarence, and Gloucester--meet. We learn that King Henry IV has finally died and that everyone in the castle is frightened of what will happen to them, and to the rule of law, now that Prince Hal is in charge. The Lord Chief Justice, especially, expects nothing but evil to befall him, since he has never shied away from scolding Hal for his violations of the law. Moreover, he is responsible for briefly imprisoning Hal (when Hal struck him once in a dispute), and he is the most despised enemy of Hal's lawless friends, particularly Falstaff. The young princes urge the Justice to speak flatteringly to Falstaff now, but the Justice says that he has always done what he believes is right, and he will not compromise now.


  Prince Hal enters, dressed in the royal robes of the king. From now on he is King Henry V. The new king Henry addresses his brothers and the courtiers: he tells them that they should not be afraid that he, as the new King, will do them any harm. Still, he notices that they are looking at him strangely--especially the Justice. King Henry V reminds the Justice of the "indignities" that he subjected him to while he was still a prince, by rebuking and punishing him when he broke the law. But the Justice says that he was only acting to maintain the laws and order of Henry IV, the new king's own father. He asks Henry V to imagine himself in a similar situation and decide whether the Justice was wrong.


  King Henry V, in an unexpected move, agrees with the Justice. He tells him that he has always been wise and just, and he thanks the Justice for having punished him when he was a wild young prince. Moreover, he tells the Justice that not only may he keep his job, but he will have great honor; he asks the Justice to serve as a father figure to him, teaching him how to honorably keep order and helping him keep his own sons in line whenever he might have them.


  Commentary


  Falstaff's return to Gloucestershire in V.i brings us back to another of Shakespeare's homely, humorous depictions of country life. Once again, the detailed attention to the small banalities of ordinary life--the blacksmith's latest bill for shoeing the horses, a heated argument between two local men, how to go about tapping the wages of a servant who lost a sack of grain at the market fair--reminds us that there is more to the world than the conspiracies of noblemen in their castles. Falstaff's thoughts of Prince Hal and how he can make him laugh are touching, and they become even more so when Hal rejects Falstaff in subsequent scenes.


  The official transformation of the wild Prince Hal to the regal King Henry V in V.ii is a turning point in the play, and it makes his speeches in this scene, particularly those addressed to the Chief Justice, especially important. The terror with which the noblemen of the court--even Hal's own younger brothers--regard the new king shows us how genuinely amoral they think Hal is. Having not heard the conversation between Prince Hal and his father in IV.v, in which Hal swore to be a worthy king, they still think of Hal as being full of "riot." They are probably also reminded of the speeches in which Henry IV speculated on the violence and anarchy that he thought would accompany Hal's rise to power (IV.iv).


  Many critics feel that this scene shows the final conclusion of Hal's inner journey from youth to maturity, from wildness to responsibility, and from "riot" to law and order. He no longer thinks that his royal birth is something that should make his life more carefree (if, in fact, he ever did); he has learned what his father knew, that "Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown" (III.i.30-31). That is, power brings with it more responsibility, not less, and a responsible ruler is, almost by definition, unfree. The understanding of these crucial paradoxes of power is finally visible in King Henry V's newly solemn bearing and powerful, humorless speech.


  Henry V's decision to accept the Lord Chief Justice as his "father" is particularly significant. "You shall be as a father to my youth," he tells the Justice. "My voice shall sound as you do prompt mine ear, / And I will stoop and humble mine intents / To your well-practis'd wise directions" (118-121). Later, he actually addresses the Justice as "father" (140). Critics have long seen this as the penultimate step in Hal's rejection of Falstaff and everything he stands for--wild life, anarchy, violation of the law, and wit at the cost of responsibility. Falstaff was Prince Hal's father figure, but the Lord Chief Justice is King Henry V's father figure--the ultimate emblem of the rule of law and of responsibility and Falstaff's opposite.


  Act V, Scenes iii-iv


  Summary


  Still in Gloucestershire, Falstaff eats a merry dinner with Justice Shallow and Justice Silence, as well as Bardolph, Davy, and Falstaff's page. The group enjoys itself enormously, devouring good country fruit and meat, drinking wine, and laughing. Justice Silence surprises Falstaff by becoming very noisy: he is tipsy, and as a result sings snatches of hearty, old-fashioned songs throughout the meal. When Falstaff comments on this approvingly, Silence tells him that there is nothing to be surprised at--he has been cheerful three times already in his life.


  An unexpected messenger arrives: Ancient Pistol enters, bringing news from the court in London. As usual, his meaning is buried under elaborate but muddled dramatic references. But his news finally comes out: old King Henry IV is dead, and Prince Hal is now King Henry V. Naturally, Falstaff and his friends assume that Falstaff will now be in a position of great comfort and power, since he is the closest friend of the former Prince. Falstaff generously offers all his friends high positions in the court, and he calls for his horse: he, Pistol, Bardolph, and Shallow will ride all night to reach London as soon as they can. Justice Silence, who seems to have succumbed to the effects of the wine, is dragged off to bed.


  Meanwhile, on a street in London, two beadles (minor law officers) appear, dragging with them the prostitute Doll Tearsheet and Mistress Quickly from the Boar's Head Tavern. The Hostess and Doll are struggling against the lawmen and cursing them; Doll's insults are especially impressive and seem to come close to unmanning the beadles. Apparently, a man whom Pistol beat up while in their company has died, so they are being dragged off to jail--probably for a punishment such as whipping but possibly for execution. Doll claims to be pregnant (a standard way in which women criminals could avoid punishment or hanging in the Elizabethan era), but the beadle answers that she is lying and has merely padded her belly with a cushion. The Hostess wishes that Falstaff were there, since he would show those beadles a thing or two. But the women cannot free themselves and are dragged off to see a justice.


  Commentary


  Scene iii is the last of the Gloucestershire scenes, and it is as cheerful and relaxed as the two that came before it. The sheer fullness of life that we see in this scene--the continuous stream of food and wine flowing to the table, the relaxed jokes, the snippets of merry songs sung by the unusually vivacious Silence--evoke an idyllic life. (And, perhaps, if we think of Shakespeare as a country boy writing in the heart of the city, it also evokes a sense of nostalgia for a lost but simpler time.) Silence's first song seems to be a perfect example of this kind of feeling: "We shall / Do nothing but eat, and make good cheer, / And praise God for the merry year, / When flesh is cheap and females dear, / And lusty lads roam here and there, / So merrily . . ." (16-21).


  Ancient Pistol makes his second and final appearance in this scene. Falstaff begs him to deliver his news "like a man of this world," instead of some character from an exotic play (94-5), but Pistol will not be rushed. He replies with lines like, "Shall dunghill curs confront the Helicons? / And shall good news be baffled? / Then, Pistol, lay thy head in Furies' lap" (101-103). Finally, of course, Falstaff manages to extract his information from him.


  In his impetuous rush to his horse and his offers of high placement for all his friends, we see both Falstaff's usual hurried overconfidence and a real generosity in his nature. He also seems to be genuinely anxious to see Hal: "I know the young King is sick for me," he says (131). We know that Falstaff constantly takes advantage of people, but we also know that he is genuinely fond of Hal, and his glee at the prospect of power and money may be mixed with a genuine wish to be with the newly crowned king at this time of crisis. The optimism he is building up, however, will soon be shattered, and his apparent affection for Hal will be betrayed.


  Act V, Scene v & Epilogue


  Summary


  Near Westminster Abbey, just outside of London, the newly crowned King Henry V and his attendants are coming from the king's coronation. Falstaff and his companions--Shallow, Pistol, Bardolph, and Falstaff's page--have ridden hard from Gloucestershire in order to arrive in time, and they place themselves along the street down which the king must walk so that they can greet him. Falstaff is full of happy anticipation of the warm welcome he will receive from the new king.


  However, when he hails King Henry V (whom he still calls "Hal"), the king at first ignores him and then tells him that he does not know him. He goes on to say to the bewildered Falstaff that he remembers dreaming about a foolish old man such as Falstaff is--fat, obscene, ridiculous--but he has now woken up and despises his former dream. The king says that he has changed from the wild days when he was Prince Hal; he has put that identity behind him and will similarly put away from him the people he knew in those days. For that reason, he is banishing Falstaff and the rest--not from the country but from the king himself; none of them will ever be allowed to come within ten miles of him. He concludes by saying that Falstaff and his friends will be well provided for. He will give them an adequate income, so that poverty does not drive them back into crime, but none of them may ever come near him again, until and unless they reform themselves into virtuous, respectable people.


  The king finishes his speech and sweeps onward without a backward look. Falstaff, astonished and confused, still retains some hope: he suggests to the others that this has been simply a formality that Hal was forced to put on in public and that Hal will call for his old friend Falstaff to come to him later, in private. But that hope is dashed when the Lord Chief Justice returns, accompanied by Prince John and several police officers. They have orders to take Falstaff and the others away to a prison, where they will be held until they can be sent away from London. Falstaff has no chance to get out more than a few words before he is silenced and taken to the prison.


  Left alone onstage with the Lord Chief Justice, Prince John comments admiringly on the way in which his older brother, the new King Henry V, handled his former friends: offering them an income but keeping them far away from him. Prince John adds that he hears that the king has summoned his Parliament, and he expects that they will be discussing the possibility of an upcoming invasion of France. The Lord Chief Justice agrees and the two depart together toward the court.


  The final scene is followed by an Epilogue that is typical of epilogues found in Elizabethan drama. Presumably meant to be spoken by the author or by a dancer (or to have only one part spoken at a time, by one or the other), it offers an exaggeratedly humble apology for the "badness" of the play and requests applause from the audience. This particular epilogue also includes a prayer for the Queen and promises the audience a sequel to the play they have just seen--one that will feature Falstaff as well as the lovely Katherine of France.


  Commentary


  From a certain perspective, Hal's rejection of Falstaff is both predictable and necessary. We know that Prince Hal has long been planning to turn himself into a responsible king; we can see this transformation taking place in passages like Hal's vows to his dying father (IV.v) and his adoption of the Lord Chief Justice as a role model (V.ii). (In fact, the groundwork for this psychological metamorphosis is laid as early as scene I.ii in Henry IV, Part 1, in which Hal tells us that he plans to give up his friends and his wild life in order to become a responsible king.)


  Moreover, we have seen Hal gradually reject Falstaff as a father figure; he replaces him first (briefly) with his own father, Henry IV, and later with the Lord Chief Justice. So it is appropriate that the Justice finally be sent back in to finish Hal's dirty work, triumphing at last in the eternal quarrel between himself and Falstaff (and, symbolically, between the forces of order and anarchy).


  However, it is difficult not to have mixed feelings about Hal's "miraculous" transformation. First, Falstaff is too sympathetic a character for us not to be a little disappointed by Hal's rejection. In addition, it is not only Falstaff's hopes for wealth and power, but also his affection for his young friend, that Hal rejects. If we read Falstaff as genuinely caring for Hal, then his feeling of betrayal must be enormous. When he greets the new King, after riding hard across the countryside to reach him, he cries, "King Hal, my royal Hal! . . . God save thee, my sweet boy! ... My King! My Jove! I speak to thee, my heart!" (41-46). Hal's cold and silencing reply--"I know thee not, old man"--cuts to the heart.


  In these scenes, it also becomes evident that Hal has taken the Lord Chief Justice as a model for his speech as well as his character: Hal now talks in more regal and powerful language, shows less of a sense of humor, and appears to have given up punning entirely. It is clear that Hal wants to reject all of the trappings of his former identity: "Presume not that I am the thing I was," he says to Falstaff, "For God doth know . . . / That I have turn'd away my former self" (56-58). As the "tutor and the feeder of my riots" (62), Falstaff no longer has a place in Hal's new life. In the end, for better or worse, Hal feels that he has traded chaos for order and freedom for responsibility and that, as a result, he has become a good king.


  Prince John's closing comments about France may seem a little out of place, but Shakespeare is simply paving the way for this play's sequel, Henry V, which deals with the invasion of France by the new king.


  Questions for Study


  
    
      
        How do the kings in this play--Henry IV and Henry V--view the kingship?
      


      In this play, the crown is often personified as if it were a dangerous enemy. Remember how King Henry IV connects his physical illness to the burden of his responsibility, blaming his insomnia on his crown in III.i, with his famous line: "Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown" (III.i.31). Later, Prince Hal talks to the crown in similar terms as it lies on the pillow of his dying father, and he says that he thinks of it as "an enemy / That had before my face murder'd my father" (IV.v.166-7). King Henry IV associates kingship with almost total power, which is why he is afraid that Hal will lead the country to ruin and why Hal vows to use it responsibly (IV.v). Finally, being a king seems to consume a person's entire identity, as when Hal talks about having given up the person he used to be: "I have turn'd away my former self" (V.v.58).

    


    
      
        Name some of the father-son relationships in the play. Discuss how those relationships change as the play progresses.
      


      The most obvious father-son relationship in the play is between Prince Hal and his father, King Henry IV. While Henry IV wants to be proud of his son, he is also ashamed of his vulgar behavior and worried about his future: " [H]e, the noble image of my youth, / Is overspread with [weeds]" (IV.iv.55-56). Hal, for his own part, has rejected his father for years, making Falstaff his mentor instead. Falstaff seems to think of Hal as both friend and son, calling him "my sweet boy," and "my heart" (V.v.41-46). But Hal, of course, rejects him in the end, saying, "I know thee not, old man . . . / How ill white hairs becomes a fool and jester!" (V.v.47-8). In the meantime, Hal first reconciles with his dying father and then, after his death, adopts the Lord Chief Justice as a new father figure, telling him "You shall be as a father to my youth" (V.ii.118). Symbolically, the swap of father figures shows that Hal has replaced the influence of anarchy and irresponsibility with that of law and order.

    


    
      
        How are "high" themes contrasted with "low"? What effect does this have on the play?
      


      The Henry IV plays alternate between scenes featuring noblemen, war, and castles, and scenes featuring ordinary people in the city or the country. Henry IV, Part 2 sticks very closely to this model, usually following a scene of noblemen with one set in the Boar's Head Tavern, a London street, or the country home of Justice Shallow. This structure serves to add variety, texture, and humor to the play. It also shows the "high" themes of the primary plot reflected among the "low" people: for instance, the approaching death of Henry IV is reflected in Justice Shallow's thoughts about mortality in III.ii.

    


    
      
        What is the role of women in the play?
      


      The women in this play have very little real power, but they do have an important influence on the male characters. Among the nobility, only Lady Percy, Hotspur's widow, has any influence; she convinces Northumberland not to aid the rebels. The lower-class women play a much larger role (in admittedly much smaller issues). Both the air-headed Mistress Quickly and the quick-witted Doll Tearsheet feature prominently, especially in scene II.iv. However, their final appearance--being dragged off by the law officers and hoping that Falstaff will come to help them (V.iv)--shows that, despite their influence, they are ultimately at the mercy of the play's male characters.

    


    
      
        How are prose and poetry used in the play to indicate differences in social class?
      


      As in Henry IV, Part 1, the noblemen and royalty almost always speak in poetry (iambic pentameter) when they are alone. Falstaff, the country Justices, and their friends speak in prose. The noblemen often, though not always, speak in prose when they are around Falstaff. After Hal becomes King Henry V, he no longer speaks in prose. This indicates a difference between "high" and "low" social classes, although it is one that can change depending on the context.
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