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Introduction
William Shakespeare’s Henry VI, Part 1 occupies a unique place in the playwright’s
canon as the initial chapter of what is often called the “first tetralogy”—a remarkable
sequence of history plays that chronicles the struggle for the English throne during
one of its most turbulent eras. Written in the early 1590s, Henry VI, Part 1 invites
readers and audiences alike to step into a world beset by war, dynastic conflict,
shifting allegiances, and the emergence of legendary figures from both England and
France. Often dismissed as one of Shakespeare’s less refined works, this play
nonetheless won immediate popularity in its own day and played no small part in
establishing its author’s theatrical reputation.

Set in the aftermath of England’s great victories under Henry V, the play presents a
country suddenly adrift, its unity and military might rapidly crumbling. The young King
Henry VI, crowned as a child and coming of age amid chaos, is surrounded by
fervently ambitious nobles whose rivalries and self-interest soon take precedence over
national welfare. The story reaches from solemn scenes in Westminster Abbey,
marking the death of a celebrated king, to the flaming battlefields of France where
English fortunes are in steep decline. Among its memorable episodes are the rise of
Joan la Pucelle—Shakespeare’s charged and controversial version of Joan of Arc—as
the charismatic leader of the French resistance, and the tragic deaths of the chivalrous
Lord Talbot and his son, moments that signal the end of an era.

The broader historical context underpinning the play is the extended period of political
instability known as the Wars of the Roses. These dynastic wars devastated England in
the mid-to-late fifteenth century and pitted the rival houses of Lancaster and York
against each other in a brutal contest for power. Shakespeare dramatizes not only the
loss of the French territories acquired by Henry V but also the seeds of civil discord
sown at home—most famously illustrated by the choosing of the red and white roses
in the Temple Garden, which symbolizes the widening rift that will plunge the nation
into civil war.

Henry VI, Part 1 offers rich opportunities to explore Shakespeare’s developing artistry
as a dramatist of history. Its episodic structure, shifting rapidly from battlefield to
court and from England to France, mirrors the fragmentation of the English polity it
depicts. Characters such as Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester, Henry Beaufort (the
Bishop of Winchester), Richard Plantagenet (future Duke of York), and William de la
Pole (Earl of Suffolk) serve as representatives of broader historical and political
currents—and as individuals whose virtues and flaws drive the action forward. The
play’s ambiguously drawn Joan of Arc, depicted through the lens of contemporary
English attitudes, highlights questions of nationalism, propaganda, and the gendered
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dynamics of leadership and power.

For English literature students, Henry VI, Part 1 demands close attention not only to its
key characters and pivotal scenes but also to its larger themes: the dangers of
disunity and ambition, the decline of chivalric ideals, the complex interplay between
national identity and individual agency, and the very nature of historical drama itself.
While it has not always received the same critical acclaim or frequency of performance
as Shakespeare’s later histories, the play remains a vital document—both of early
modern perspectives on the past and of the theater’s enduring power to reflect,
question, and instruct.

This book aims to provide detailed notes and commentary on Henry VI, Part 1 for the
benefit of students and enthusiasts of English literature. Through a careful
examination of its scenes and characters, analysis of its thematic concerns, and
attention to relevant historical background, these notes are designed to clarify the
play’s sometimes complex content and to support deeper critical engagement.
Whether for examination, classroom discussion, or personal study, these chapters will
illuminate Shakespeare’s craftsmanship and the enduring questions posed by his
portrayal of England’s most troubled dynasty.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Historical Setting: England and
France in the Fifteenth Century
To understand the world Shakespeare presents in Henry VI, Part 1, we must first cast
our minds back to the early decades of the fifteenth century, a period in English and
French history dramatically different from our own. This was an era defined by
inherited power, religious authority, and the ever-present specter of conflict. The play
opens in 1422, a year of immense significance, marking the death of two kings: Henry
V of England and Charles VI of France. This双重 loss created a unique and highly volatile
political situation, setting the stage for the events that would unfold.

England, at this moment, stood at the apex of its success in the long-running conflict
with France, known to history as the Hundred Years' War. Henry V, a monarch
celebrated for his military genius and charismatic leadership, had achieved what many
of his predecessors could only dream of. Through a series of stunning victories, most
notably at Agincourt in 1415, he had not only decimated the French nobility but also
secured the Treaty of Troyes in 1420. This treaty was a diplomatic triumph,
disinheriting the French Dauphin (the heir to the throne) and arranging for Henry to
marry Catherine of Valois, the daughter of the mentally incapacitated French King
Charles VI.

The Treaty of Troyes stipulated that upon Charles VI's death, the throne of France
would pass to Henry V and his heirs, creating a dual monarchy under English rule.
When both Henry V and Charles VI died in quick succession in 1422, the English crown,
and by treaty the French crown, passed to Henry V's infant son, Henry VI, who was
less than a year old. Thus, at the very beginning of his life, Henry VI inherited two
kingdoms, one of which was largely conquered but far from pacified, and the other
grappling with internal divisions and the immense challenge of ruling a realm in the
name of a baby king.

The situation in England immediately following Henry V's death was one of necessary
adaptation. With an infant on the throne, the practical authority to govern fell to a
regency council. This council was theoretically guided by the late king's wishes and
aimed to maintain stability and pursue English interests, particularly in France. Key
figures on this council included the young king's uncles: Humphrey, Duke of
Gloucester, appointed Lord Protector in England, and John, Duke of Bedford, appointed
Regent of France. These were powerful magnates, and their relationships and differing
views would prove crucial in the years that followed.

Across the Channel, France presented a complex and fractured picture. Despite the
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English conquests and the Treaty of Troyes, the French kingdom was far from united
under English authority. The treaty was, understandably, not accepted by all
Frenchmen. The legitimate heir by traditional French primogeniture was Charles, the
Dauphin, son of Charles VI. Excluded and disinherited by the treaty, Charles found
himself effectively the king of a realm south of the Loire River, controlling what
remained of the French royal demesne outside of English and Burgundian control. His
position was precarious, often referred to dismissively as the "King of Bourges," after
one of the cities that remained loyal to him.

France in the early 15th century was also deeply affected by internal strife. A bitter
civil war had raged for years between two powerful factions of the French nobility: the
Armagnacs, who supported the Dauphin Charles, and the Burgundians, led by the
Duke of Burgundy. This internal division had significantly weakened France and
facilitated Henry V's conquests. Crucially for the English, the Duke of Burgundy had
allied himself with them, creating a formidable Anglo-Burgundian power block that
controlled much of northern France, including Paris.

The Hundred Years' War itself, which had begun in 1337, was not a continuous century
of fighting but rather a series of intermittent conflicts punctuated by truces. By the
1420s, it was in its Lancastrian phase, marked by Henry V's remarkable campaigns
and the subsequent English claim to the French throne. The English objective was not
merely territorial gain but the full assertion of their king's right to rule France. This
ambition stemmed from a long-standing dynastic claim originating in the 14th century
with Edward III, whose mother was the sister of a French king who died without male
heirs.

While the English controlled vast swathes of France, their grip was tenuous outside of
fortified towns and regions with significant English settlement or Burgundian loyalty.
The Dauphin Charles and his Armagnac supporters represented the core of French
resistance, maintaining a rival court and administration in the unconquered south. The
conflict was therefore not just between two nations, but also a civil war within France
itself, further complicated by the English presence and claim.

In England, beneath the surface of post-Agincourt glory, lay the potential for domestic
instability. The Lancastrian dynasty, founded by Henry IV after he deposed Richard II
in 1399, did not possess an unquestioned hereditary right to the throne. There were
other branches of the Plantagenet family with potentially stronger claims, particularly
those descended from Lionel, Duke of Clarence, an older son of Edward III than Henry
IV's father, John of Gaunt. While these claims were largely dormant during the strong
rule of Henry IV and the triumphant reign of Henry V, the accession of an infant king
created a power vacuum and an opportunity for ambitious individuals to assert
themselves and their lineage.

The medieval world placed great stock in lineage and inheritance, and the question of
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who had the 'better' blood claim to the throne was not merely academic. It was a
matter of divine right, political legitimacy, and the potential for open conflict. While
the full fury of the Wars of the Roses was still decades away, the seeds of that
dynastic struggle were present in the competing claims and the personalities of the
English nobility.

The societal structure of the time was heavily feudal, with power concentrated in the
hands of the monarchy and a relatively small group of powerful nobles or magnates.
These individuals controlled vast estates, commanded their own retinues of armed
men, and held significant influence in the king's council and Parliament. Their loyalty
was often conditional, based on personal gain, political alignment, and their
relationship with the king.

Military culture was dominated by the ideals, if not always the reality, of chivalry. This
was a code of conduct associated with the knightly class, emphasising courage,
honour, loyalty, and courtesy, particularly in warfare. While romanticised in later
periods, in the 15th century, chivalry often coexisted uneasily with the brutal realities
of war, including sieges, skirmishes, and the sometimes harsh treatment of prisoners.
Military technology was also evolving, with the increasing prominence of artillery in
siege warfare beginning to challenge the dominance of traditional fortifications and
knightly combat.

The economic backdrop was one of considerable strain. The long wars in France were
incredibly expensive, funded through taxation and loans, often from wealthy
churchmen like the Bishop of Winchester. Maintaining armies, supplying garrisons, and
conducting campaigns across the Channel placed a heavy burden on the English
treasury and population. The control of French territories, while prestigious, was also
costly and difficult to sustain.

The Church also played a significant role in the political landscape. Bishops and other
high-ranking clergy were often drawn from noble families and held powerful positions
within the government and the regency council. Their influence could be considerable,
and their own ambitions or rivalries could add another layer of complexity to the
already intricate web of political relationships.

Thus, the historical setting of Henry VI, Part 1 is one of profound transition and
instability. England, under an infant king, faced the daunting task of maintaining a
hard-won but fragile empire in France while navigating the competing ambitions of its
own powerful nobles. France was divided and partially occupied, but with a legitimate
(in the eyes of many French) claimant to the throne still active and the potential for a
national resurgence simmering beneath the surface. This complex backdrop of
international conflict, domestic political maneuvering, and underlying dynastic tension
provides the rich historical soil from which Shakespeare's play grows.
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