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Introduction
William Shakespeare’s Henry V stands as one of his most compelling historical
dramas, weaving together political intrigue, questions of leadership, and the
complexities of war. Written around 1599 at a time of burgeoning national pride in
England, the play invites its audience to witness the evolution of Prince Hal into the
formidable King Henry V and to relive one of the nation’s most storied military
triumphs: the Battle of Agincourt. As both a piece of patriotic celebration and a
nuanced exploration of kingship and conquest, Henry V continues to ignite debate and
inspire new interpretations for students, scholars, and theatre audiences alike.

For English literature students, Henry V offers a unique lens through which to examine
Shakespeare’s approach to history, drama, and character. The play draws heavily on
contemporary accounts and chronicles, notably Holinshed’s Chronicles and Hall’s 
Union of the Two Illustrious Families of Lancaster and York, shaping history into a
narrative that both reflects and creates myth. The play was crafted only a few years
before the death of Queen Elizabeth I, in an era when questions of succession and
national identity were ever-present in the minds of Shakespeare’s contemporaries.
This charged context infuses the play with a remarkable sense of immediacy,
relevance, and political engagement.

At the heart of Henry V is its portrayal of the English king: a figure who embodies the
weight of royal responsibility and the moral dilemmas inherent in leadership.
Shakespeare crafts a monarch who is eloquent, charismatic, and inspiring, yet whose
actions and decisions—be it the execution of traitors or the threats leveled at
Harfleur—invite scrutiny and ethical reflection. The play refuses to present a simple,
unambiguous portrait of heroism, instead leaving the door open for questions about
the true cost of power, the legitimacy of conquest, and the personal struggles of those
who bear the crown.

The scope of the play goes well beyond the eponymous king. The inclusion of the
Chorus, regional captains, and common soldiers draws attention to the diverse
makeup of England and the shared experiences of war. The juxtaposition of the courtly
world with the lives of ordinary men highlights the vast social spectrum of the play,
while the use of prose and verse, dialect, and even moments of humor serve to bring
its world vividly—and sometimes unsettlingly—to life. Notably, the courtship scenes
between Henry and Princess Katharine, with their interplay of English and French,
underline the themes of communication, misunderstanding, and ultimately, political
alliance.

This book, Notes on Henry V: Notes and Commentary for Students on the Play by
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Shakespeare, is designed to guide students through the intricacies of the play, offering
analysis and commentary on its historical background, major characters, central
themes, dramatic devices, and critical reception. Each chapter is crafted to support
deeper understanding, critical thinking, and appreciation for the enduring artistry with
which Shakespeare imbued this play.

Whether approached as a celebration of English valor or a cautionary tale about the
ambiguities of power, Henry V remains a vital part of the English literary canon. The
notes and commentary in this volume are intended to equip students with the insights
and tools necessary to engage thoughtfully with the play—both as a historical artifact
and as a living work that continues to raise essential questions about leadership,
politics, and the human condition.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Context and Background
To truly appreciate William Shakespeare's Henry V, one must first step back in time,
not just to the play's setting in the early 15th century, but also to the decades
immediately preceding it. The world Henry V inhabited was one shaped by recent
upheaval, dynastic struggle, and simmering international tensions. His reign, and
indeed the dramatic events depicted in the play, cannot be understood in isolation
from the turbulent history of late medieval England.

The century preceding Henry V's ascent to the throne was largely defined by the
ambitious conflict known as the Hundred Years' War, an intermittent struggle between
England and France for control of French territory and the French crown itself. Initiated
by Edward III in 1337, based on his claim through his mother, Isabella, the war had
seen periods of significant English success, most notably at the Battle of Crécy in 1346
and the Battle of Poitiers in 1356, where English longbowmen proved devastatingly
effective against French cavalry. These victories had led to substantial territorial gains
for England and periods of profound crisis for the French monarchy.

However, by the late 14th century, the tide had begun to turn. Under King Charles V,
known as "the Wise," the French had systematically recovered much of the lost
territory, employing Fabian tactics to avoid pitched battles and focusing on siege
warfare and harassment. England, meanwhile, faced its own domestic challenges,
including the devastating Black Death, peasant uprisings, and increasing political
instability during the later years of Edward III's reign and that of his grandson, Richard
II.

It is Richard II's reign and his eventual deposition that form the immediate backdrop to
the Lancastrian dynasty, of which Henry V was the second king. Richard, a grandson of
Edward III, ascended the throne in 1377 as a boy and initially faced challenges from
powerful noble factions. As he matured, he developed an increasingly autocratic style
of rule, alienating many of the leading figures in the realm and leading to periods of
intense conflict with Parliament and the nobility.

Richard's decision to disinherit his cousin, Henry Bolingbroke, the son of John of Gaunt
(Edward III's son and one of the most powerful men in England), while Bolingbroke was
in exile, proved to be a fatal error. Bolingbroke returned to England in 1399, ostensibly
to reclaim his patrimony, but quickly gathered support from discontented nobles and
seized the throne. Richard II was imprisoned and later died, likely murdered, in
Pontefract Castle in 1400.

The accession of Henry IV, the first Lancastrian king, marked a significant shift in
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English history. While Parliament formally accepted his claim, based partly on dubious
genealogical arguments and partly on right of conquest and Richard's alleged
unfitness to rule, his reign was plagued by instability and challenges to his legitimacy.
Rebellions erupted throughout the country, including significant uprisings in Wales led
by Owain Glyndŵr and in the north led by the Percy family. These challenges forced
Henry IV to rely heavily on his nobles and Parliament for financial and military support,
limiting the power of the crown compared to the later years of Richard II.

Henry IV was a pragmatic and capable, though often physically frail, ruler who spent
much of his fifteen-year reign suppressing dissent and consolidating his family's hold
on the throne. He successfully navigated numerous crises, but the question of his
legitimacy lingered, and the heavy costs of internal warfare strained the royal
treasury. It was into this environment of hard-won stability, achieved through constant
vigilance and military action, that Henry V was born and grew to manhood.

Henry V, initially known as Prince Hal, spent his youth partly involved in his father's
campaigns, gaining valuable military experience, particularly in the Welsh wars. He
also, according to historical accounts and Shakespeare's dramatic portrayal in Henry
IV, Parts 1 and 2, spent time in less reputable company in London, creating a public
image that contrasted sharply with the expected gravitas of an heir apparent. This
perceived dissolute youth, dramatically highlighted in the Henry IV plays, serves in 
Henry V as a contrast to the seemingly sudden and complete transformation into a
stern, focused, and devout king.

Upon his father's death in March 1413, Henry V inherited a kingdom that was
internally more stable than it had been under Henry IV, but one still burdened by debt
and the lingering questions surrounding the Lancastrian claim. While rebellions had
been largely quelled, the underlying tensions and the potential for renewed challenges
remained. Furthermore, ambitious nobles, accustomed to the more collaborative (or
demanding, depending on perspective) relationship with the crown under Henry IV,
needed to be managed.

One potential solution to both domestic instability and the financial strain was to
revive the Hundred Years' War. A foreign war could unite the fractious English nobility
under a common banner, provide opportunities for plunder and glory to reward
supporters, and potentially secure valuable territory or even the French crown, thus
legitimizing the Lancastrian dynasty on a grand scale. The timing, from an English
perspective, was opportune.

France in the early 15th century was in a state of profound political fragmentation and
civil strife. King Charles VI, who had come to the throne as a minor, suffered from
intermittent but increasingly severe bouts of mental illness, rendering him incapable
of effective rule for extended periods. This power vacuum led to a bitter and violent
struggle for control of the regency and the kingdom between two powerful branches of

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

the French royal family: the House of Orléans (later known as the Armagnacs) and the
House of Burgundy.

The rivalry between the Armagnacs and the Burgundians paralyzed the French
government, prevented any unified response to external threats, and at times erupted
into open warfare, including assassinations and massacres. This internal conflict
created a window of opportunity for England that had not existed for decades. France,
weakened and divided, was vulnerable to a determined and well-resourced invasion.

The English claim to the French throne, central to the justification for Henry V's
invasion in the play, was based on genealogy tracing back to Edward III. Edward's
mother, Isabella, was the daughter of King Philip IV of France. When Philip IV's sons
died without male heirs in the early 14th century, the French throne passed to a
collateral branch of the family, the House of Valois, beginning with Philip VI. Edward III
had argued that his claim through his mother was superior, initiating the Hundred
Years' War.

The French, however, invoked the Salic Law, an ancient code of the Franks which they
interpreted as prohibiting succession to the throne through the female line. Thus, even
if Isabella had a claim, she could not pass it on to her son. This legalistic argument,
debated at length by the Archbishop of Canterbury in the play's opening scene,
provided a convenient, though historically contested, basis for Henry V to assert his
right to the French crown.

Beyond the historical claims and the opportune moment, Henry V's decision to invade
was likely driven by a complex mix of personal ambition, the need to secure his
dynasty, and the practicalities of medieval kingship. Kings were expected to be
warriors, to defend and expand their realms. A successful foreign campaign would not
only enhance Henry's personal prestige but also solidify his position at home, rallying
support and perhaps silencing domestic critics who questioned his legitimacy or the
cost of his father's wars.

The invasion was not undertaken lightly. Preparations involved raising significant
funds through parliamentary grants, gathering troops and supplies, and engaging in
diplomatic exchanges with France. These negotiations, aimed at reaching a settlement
that would satisfy Henry's demands (which included vast territorial concessions and a
huge monetary payment, as well as Katharine's hand in marriage), ultimately failed,
leading directly to the declaration of war.

Shakespeare compresses and dramatizes these historical events, presenting Henry V
as a king fully justified in his actions, guided by counsel and driven by a righteous
cause, at least in the initial portrayal. However, the historical context reveals a more
intricate picture: a young king inheriting a precarious throne, facing potential
challenges at home, and seizing a moment of unprecedented weakness in a traditional
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enemy. The decision to invade France was a calculated political gamble, with immense
potential rewards but also significant risks, set against a backdrop of decades of Anglo-
French conflict and recent English dynastic turmoil. Understanding this complex
historical tapestry is crucial for appreciating the forces that shaped Henry V's world
and the dramatic choices he makes in the play.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.

Visit MixCache.com to purchase the complete book.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace

http://www.tcpdf.org

