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FROM THE PAGE TO THE STAGE 

 

This season, Theater at Monmouth’s Shakespeare 
in Maine Communities Tour brings classic literature 
to students across Maine with an 80-minute version 
of Henry V. The text was adapted to streamline the 
plot and help students connect more strongly to 
Shakespeare’s verse, themes, and relevance to a 
modern audience. Shakespeare in Maine 
Communities’ workshops and extended residencies 
offer students the opportunity to study, explore, and 
view classic literature through performance.  

 

TAM’s Education Tours and complimentary 
programming challenge learners of all ages to 
explore the ideas, emotions, and principles 
contained in classic texts and to discover the 
connection between classic theatre and our modern 
world.  

 

Teacher Resource Guide articles and activities 
were developed to help students form a personal 
connection to the play before attending the 
production; Common Core-aligned activities are 
included to explore the plays in the classroom 
before and after the performance.  
 

The best way to appreciate Shakespeare is to do 
Shakespeare. That means getting students up on 
their feet and physically, expressively, and vocally 
exploring his words. Using performance-based 
activities will help students to build a richer 
understanding of the text and identify with the 
characters and conflicts in the plays.  

 

Thank you for taking some of your classroom time 
to teach your students about Henry V! If you need 
more information to support your preparation for the 
production, please call 207.933.2952 or email 
boxoffice@theateratmonmouth.org.  
  
 Enjoy the show! 

  
Dawn McAndrews 
Producing Artistic Director  
Theater at Monmouth  
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Tom Hiddleston as Henry V in the BBC’s 
The Hollow Crown: Henry V directed by 
Thea Sharrock. 
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We Few, We Happy Few, We Band of Brothers! 
A synopsis of what happens in the play  
 

 
King Henry V, once a prodigal son now an efficient monarch, asks the Archbishop of Canterbury 
whether the laws of hereditary succession provide for his claim to the French throne, and the 
Archbishop urges him to press his right with the French. The Dauphin responds that Henry should 
abandon his claim and sends the young king a gift of tennis balls to show his disdain. Enraged, Henry 
advises the French to prepare for war.  
 
At the French court, the Constable of France warns that Henry has become a shrewd and formidable 
ruler. King Charles and the Dauphin remain unconvinced as they prepare for the English invasion. 
Henry’s uncle Exeter arrives to demand that Charles recognize Henry’s claim to the French crown, or 
the English king will attack France. When the French refuse, Henry launches his assault.  
 
Henry’s army includes captains from the feuding regions of Britain—the English Gower, the Welsh 
Fluellen, the Irish Macmorris, and the Scottish Jamy—reflecting the newfound unity of purpose between 
the contentious factions of the kingdom. His army is not without cowards, however, as Pistol, Bardolph 
and Nym resolve to loot rather than fight. 
 
Henry besieges the city of Harfleur and threatens to destroy it unless it yields to him. When the Dauphin 
fails to send reinforcements, the governor of Harfleur surrenders. Captain Fluellen reports to the king 
that he has lost no men in the battle, except for Bardolph, who was hanged for robbing a church. Henry 
affirms the justice of the sentence on his old friend. When the French herald Montjoy arrives to deliver 
King Charles’ demand that Henry give himself up, Henry rejects his terms and prepares for the decisive 
battle at Agincourt.  
 
The night before that battle, Henry disguises himself as a commoner and visits the camp to gauge his 
soldiers’ morale. He argues with a man over whether the king is responsible for the souls of those who 
die in battle. Alone, Henry contemplates the enormous responsibilities of a ruler and prays for success 
in the next day’s fight. In the opposite camp, the French remain confident in their superior numbers. 
 
The battle ensues with the English quickly overwhelming the French. When French reinforcements 
arrive, Henry orders the execution of the prisoners, so that the English can concentrate on the battle. 
Montjoy returns to Henry, this time to request a truce for burying the dead and to concede defeat. A 
herald brings Henry news of the casualties: ten thousand French and only twenty-nine English. 
 
Henry returns to England the ruler of a united kingdom but there is still the matter of a treaty to 
negotiate with the French. At the court of King Charles’ Henry’s officers work out the details of the 
surrender and Henry woos the Princess Katharine to be his queen. The terms of the treaty agreed 
upon, and the betrothal confirmed, Henry is recognized as successor to the French throne.  
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WHO’S WHO IN THE PLAY 
There are six actors in TAM’s 80-minute production of Henry V. To play all the roles written by 
Shakespeare, some of the actors will need to double—a convention also used in Shakespeare’s 
time. Here’s how the doubling works in our production: 
 

Erica Murphy: Henry V  
The recently crowned king of England. Henry is focused, fearless, and committed to 
the responsibilities of kingship. These duties often force him to place his personal 
feelings second to the needs of the crown. He is a brilliant orator who uses his skill 
to justify his claims and motivate his troops. Once he has resolved to conquer 
France, he pursues his goal relentlessly. In TAM’s production Henry is played by a 
woman. 

 
Ian Kramer: Dauphin/ Jonathan (Katharine in the original)  
Heir to the French throne, the Dauphin is miffed that Henry seeks to usurp his right. 
A headstrong and overconfident young man, more inclined to mock the English than 
to prepare to fight them. Katharine, princess of France, is significant because she 
typifies the role of women in this highly politicized world in stark contrast to the grim 
and violent masculinity of the central conflict. In TAM’s production this role is played 
by a man.    

 
Connor McAndrews: Montjoy/ Pistol  
A commoner from London who serves in the war with Henry and is a friend of Nym 
and Bardolph. Pistol speaks with a blustery and melodramatic poetic diction. 
Montjoy is the French Herald given the unenviable task of negotiating with the 
British. Smart and not without a sense of place, he nimbly evades the barbs of war. 
 
 

 
Kathleen Nation: Exeter/ Isabel / Nym  
Exeter, Henry’s uncle and therefore a man of great influence, serves as 
ambassador to the French king. Isabel, queen of France, does not appear until the 
final scene (V.ii), in which her daughter, Katharine, is betrothed to King Henry as 
part of the peace treaty. Nym, a commoner from London, serves in the war with 
Henry. Like Bardolph, he is hanged in France for looting.  
 

 
Hannah Daly: Bardolph/ Alice/ Boy  
A thief and a coward, Bardolph is hanged in France for looting from the conquered 
towns in violation of the king’s order. Alice, Katharine’s tutor, has spent time in 
England and teaches the princess some English, though not very well. The 
nameless boy, formerly in the service of Falstaff, leaves London to support the war 
in France. His bravery in face of overwhelming odds, represents the fighting spirit of 
the British in Shakespeare’s play.  

   
Amanda Robinson: Fluellen/ King of France  
Fluellen, along with Jamy and MacMorris, is one of the three foreign captains in the 
play. These characters broadly represent their respective nationalities—Fluellen is a 
Welshman. His wordiness provides comic relief, but he is also an intelligent leader 
and strategist especially compared to the cowardly lot of commoners from England 
whom he orders into battle at Harfleur. The King of France is a capable leader; he 
does not underestimate King Henry, as his son, the Dauphin, does.  
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ABOUT THE PLAY 
 

Sources and Background for Henry V 
Shakespeare’s principle source was Raphael Holinshed’s The Third Volume 
of Chronicles of England, Scotland, and Ireland (1587). Shakespeare used 
Holinshed for all the historical action in Henry V. Shakespeare drew on an 
anonymous play assumed to be performed in the 1580s though not published 
until 1598, titled The Famous Victories of Henry the Fifth: Containing The 
Honourable Battell Of Agin-Court. As it was Plaide by the Queenes Maiesties 
Players. This earlier play provided Shakespeare with several scenes, 
speeches, and incidents, including the Dauphin’s gift of tennis balls. 
Shakespeare assumed his audience was aware of the key historical events 
that took place before the play’s action. After King Henry IV died, the crown 
passed on March 21, 1413, to his son Henry, the Prince of Wales, a 25-year-

old who proved his mettle in battle during a war against rebels from Wales and Scotland. Although 
civil discord continued to fester in Britain, Henry determined to invade France and seize the throne.  
 
Dating Henry V 
Henry V is rare among Shakespeare's plays in containing an explicit 
reference to a contemporary event which allows its date of composition to 
be fixed precisely. In Act 5, Sc 1, The Chorus compares Henry V's 
triumphant return to London from foreign wars with that of a certain 
famous soldier in Queen Elizabeth's service. Robert Devereux, Earl of 
Essex, is the General here receiving the praise of this lofty comparison. 
All London turned out to honor him and joyfully anticipate his military 
triumph as he and his troops departed to crush the Irish rebel, Tyrone, on 
March 27, 1599. Sadly, no such triumph was achieved and Essex 
returned in disgrace on September 28, 1599. The failure of his expedition 
had been apparent since June and therefore Shakespeare's optimistic 
allusion can only have been written in the first half of 1599.  
.  
Henry V in Performance 

From its first performances in 1599 to modern film productions, Shakespeare’s 
Henry V has been a favorite for audiences and actors alike. With the third 
most lines of any character in Shakespeare’s canon (following Hamlet and 
Iago respectively), Henry V was a success from its first production. Six years 
after opening, still in the company’s repertoire, it was performed for King 
James on January 7, 1605. From the Restoration through the 18th century, 
Shakespeare and his plays fell out of favor. When revived they were almost 
entirely unrecognizable as Shakespeare’s work. Henry V was a gift to the 
19th-century theatre's love of spectacle and historical realism; William Charles 
Macready’s success at Covent Garden in 1839 featured large dioramas of the 
play’s battles and Charles Kean’s 1859 production lasted over four hours with 
more than half the original text cut. A departure from this revisionist approach 

came in 1901 when William Poel presented Henry V for one performance in Stratford-upon-Avon. With 
a small cast, a bare stage, and simple Elizabethan costuming, Poel's aim was to restore the play to 
something of its original swiftly fluid Elizabethan staging. This approach remains the norm for 
productions today. Laurence Olivier played Henry as a thoughtful and complex man in Tyrone 
Guthrie's production at the Old Vic in 1937 and built on this experience when he directed and starred 
in the film version in 1944. Kenneth Branagh directed and starred in a 1989 film version after playing 
the role at the RSC in 1984. Other notable British actors such as Ian McKellen, Christopher Plummer, 
and most recently, Tom Hiddleston, have assayed the role of the young king determined to make his 
mark on history. 
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England v France: The Hundred Years’ War    
 

The Hundred Years’ War was a conflict between England and France that arose when 
English kings began making claims to the French throne based on their descent from the 
French royal family. Edward III was the first to do so, in 1337, precipitating a conflict that 
lasted, on and off, for 116 years. The war is usually divided into four phases, separated by 
periods of peace: the Edwardian War (1337-1360), the Caroline War (1369-1389), and the 
Lancastrian War (1415-1429) followed by the slow expulsion of the English from France, 
which was complete by 1453. 
 

The Capetian dynasty in France was 
disrupted in 1314 when Philip IV died. 
Although he left three male heirs, all 
died within a decade having produced 
no sons. Philip IV also had a daughter, 
Isabella, who was married to Edward II 
of England. They had one son, who 
ascended the throne of England as 
Edward III in 1327 after his father’s 
assassination. Edward III proclaimed 
that, as grandson to Philip IV, the last 
monarch of the Capetian dynasty, he 
was also legitimate heir to the throne of 
France. 
 

The French, however, were resistant to the idea of a foreign-born king. They cited Salic 
Law, which stated that inheritance of property could not pass through female heirs. 
Because Edward’s claim was based on descent in the female line, his claim was rejected 
and in 1328, another of Philip IV’s relatives, Philip of Valois, ascended the French throne 
as Philip VI. Edward was not satisfied, so in 1329 the French returned the province of 
Gascony to the English in return for Edward’s agreement to drop his claim to the throne.  

 
Tensions continued to smolder, 
erupting into open war when Philip 
VI retook Gascony by force and 
had his fleet sack towns along the 
English coastline. Philip believed 
that Edward would be distracted by 
war in the north with Scotland, a 
French ally, but Edward’s troops 
defeated the Scots and captured 
their king in 1346. With the 
northern border secure, Edward 
invaded France at Normandy, 
capturing Caen, Crécy, and Calais 
within a year. 

 

 

The Hundred Years’ War 

The Siege of Harfleur by Thomas Grieve 1859 
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Ten years later, Edward’s son, Edward the Black Prince, led a second invasion from the 
west, defeating the French at Poitiers and capturing their new king, John II. The Second 
Treaty of London was signed, by which John was returned to his people and England 
acquired the duchy of Aquitaine, adding to its French possessions. 
  

A short period of peace lasted 
until 1369 when Charles V took 
the throne of France and began a 
campaign against the English. By 
this time, the Black Prince had 
fallen ill, and Edward himself was 
too old to fight. They died in 1376 
and 1377, respectively, and 
England found itself in the hands 
of a boy king, Edward’s grandson 
Richard II. Political instability in 
England meant that attempts to 
retake the nation’s territories in 
France had to be put on hold. 
 
After Richard was deposed and 
killed in 1399, King Henry IV 
planned to attack France, but was unable to do so as he fell sick and died in 1413. His son 
Hal, then Henry V, united the English and launched the stalled military campaign in 
France. In a series of successful invasions, Henry V won decisive victories at Harfleur, 
Agincourt, Rouen, and Baugé in short order before taking ill and dying during the long 
Siege of Meaux. According to the terms of the Treaty of Troyes, Henry was given Charles 
VI of France’s daughter Katharine in marriage, with an understanding that their son would 
succeed to the throne of both countries, finally accomplishing Edward III’s goal of a century 
before. 
 

However, when Henry V died young, leaving the throne to his infant son Henry VI, the 
French saw a chance to thwart the treaty and retain control of their native land. A peasant 
girl, known as Joan of Arc, famously convinced Charles’s lawful heir, the Dauphin, living in 
exile in the countryside, that God had commanded her to lead the French in battle. In 
1429, Joan’s army broke the English siege of Orléans, clearing the path for the Dauphin to 
move to Rheims and be crowned Charles VII of France, in contravention of the Treaty of 
Troyes. 
  

Although Joan of Arc was captured and executed by the English in 1430, the French victories 
continued under Charles, slowly but surely forcing the English from France. John Talbot’s 
English troops were more experienced and better trained than their adversaries, but with 
political infighting and financial instability in the English government, they were not numerous 
or well supplied enough to effectively oppose the French. The final battle of the Hundred 
Years’ War on French soil took place at Castillion in 1453, and its result was the complete 
expulsion of the English. 
 

  

6 

LaRochelle’s depiction of the British Fleet 



The Battle of Agincourt 
 
The most famous English victory of the 
Hundred Years’ War, and perhaps the most 
spectacular military success in English 
history, began inauspiciously with a small 
expeditionary force which aimed simply to 
assess French military strength in their 
northern provinces. In the summer of 1415, 
Henry and an army composed mainly of 
common bowmen began loading onto 
roughly 1,500 ships docked between 
Portsmouth and Southampton. On August 
13, he landed with 12,000 men at the mouth 
of the Seine in Normandy.  
 
To ensure a foothold on the Norman coast, his forces laid siege to the port town of Harfleur. After a 
month-long siege, the town fell to English control, but sleeping in the open in the marshes 
surrounding Harfleur had taken its toll on the poorly-supplied English troops, many of whom had 
fallen ill. Between casualties of the siege and the deadly illnesses sweeping through his camp, 
Henry had lost almost a third of his force. 

 
With winter coming on, and his strength 
depleted, there was no question of pushing on 
down the Seine toward Paris. The safest choice 
would have been to re-board their ships and 
return to England for the winter, leaving Harfleur 
garrisoned with English troops. Instead, Henry 
announced that the army would skirt its way 
through the countryside of northern France in 
the direction of the other English-held port, 
Calais, some 150 miles away. For weeks, the 
English marched in the pouring rain, going 
miles out of their way to avoid flood-swollen 
rivers and French blockades. Although the 

towns in their path mostly surrendered without a fight, and the French held back from a pitched 
battle, exhaustion and disease continued to deplete Henry’s ranks.  
 
Meanwhile, the French commanders, Constable Charles d’Albret and Marshal Jean Boucicault, 
were biding their time, assembling a massive army of perhaps 20,000 men to intercept and 
annihilate the English army somewhere on the road to Calais. On the morning of October 24, 
Henry’s army finally sighted the French encampment in the countryside near the villages of 
Tramecourt and Agincourt. The French outnumbered them by as much as five or six to one, and 
where the English were muddy, sick, exhausted, and starving, the French were thoroughly rested 
and supplied. Seeing how dire their situation truly was, Henry sued for peace, offering to surrender 
Harfleur and all the towns gained along the way in exchange for safe passage to Calais. There was 
little chance that the offer would be accepted in any case, but it might delay the start of the battle 
long enough for the English army to get a night’s sleep. 
 
Henry drew up his forces in the recently plowed farmland between the woods of Tramecourt and 
Agincourt, at the bottom of a small, narrow valley. The choice of terrain, as well as the weather, 
would prove decisive. Drenching rain fell throughout the night, turning the plowed field into a 
morass of mud. 

Henry rallying the troops at Agincourt 

The British Defeat the French at Agincourt.  
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Dawn came, and the French held their positions across the valley, perhaps waiting for three more 
squadrons still on the march. Henry took advantage of the delay, sending the English archers 
forward to within extreme bowshot of the French, where they planted long diagonal rows of 
sharpened wooden stakes, called palings, on either side of the valley, tapering in to the point 
where Henry would station his tiny band of men at arms. This would force the French to fight on a 
narrow front and greatly reduce their numerical advantage.    
 
Because of the terrain, the French Constable and Marshal had arrayed their army in three equal 
waves, called “batailles,” that would sweep consecutively towards the English position. As the 
morning dragged on without the command to advance, however, more and more French knights 
broke ranks and edged into the first battle line. Goaded by the activity of the English longbowmen, 
the mounted wings of the first battle line charged the palings. Hampered by the deep mud and 
hemmed in by the forest and the palings, the charge turned to a crawl. Henry gave the order to fire, 
and from behind the palings, the thousands of longbowmen who made up the bulk of Henry’s army 
launched their arrows upward, so that they fell like rain upon the unprotected backs and flanks of 
the horses churning their way forward. Pandemonium ensued, as scores of horses fell dying into 
the mud, tripping up those around them and bringing the charge to a halt. 
 
As the French cavalry dissolved, the Constable was already moving the first battle line of infantry 
forward, their progress slowed even further by the churned-up mud and the fact that too many men 
had crowded into the formation. Bottled into the valley, they were suddenly met by a wall of 
panicked, wounded horses—some riderless, some 
dragging their riders behind them—fleeing in terror from 
the killing rain of arrows. Packed as tightly as they were, 
with the second battle line already at their backs, the 
French infantry could neither avoid nor defend 
themselves from their own horses. Hundreds were simply 
trampled to death, and the chaos in the French ranks 
increased. 
  
The Constable’s orderly, well-planned assault had turned 
to disaster. The French were now laboring to reach the 
English line not only through mud, but over masses of 
dead and dying men and horses. Their formations had 
dissolved into something like a crowd stampede, with men packed shoulder-to-shoulder blindly 
pushing forward. All the while, the English longbowmen hailed down arrows at a rate of at least 8-
12 volleys per minute. This meant that perhaps 40,000 arrows per minute were falling onto the field 
of battle. At the end of the day, so many feathers were protruding from the mud (and from the 
fallen French), that observers reported that it looked as though the field was covered in snow. 
 
By the time the survivors reached Henry and his 900 men-at-arms, they were so chaotically and 
tightly packed that they had difficulty using their weapons. Dropping their bows, the English archers 
ran forward between the palings and fell upon the immobile French with axes, knives, and wooden 
clubs. Seeing the carnage unfolding ahead of them, the third French battle line mostly turned and 
fled. By mid-afternoon it was over, except for the gruesome task of counting the dead. Historians 
differ as to how lopsided the victory truly was—most doubt Shakespeare’s statement that there 
were only 29 English casualties. However, it is fairly clear that no more than a few hundred English 
died, in contrast to 7,000 or more dead French. 
 
Henry had snatched success from the jaws of what seemed, on its face, to be certain defeat. His 
tiny expeditionary force had, in one battle, scattered, or killed the majority of the French military 
and then plunged the French government into chaos thanks to the battlefield deaths of dozens of 
high-ranking nobles. Not until the Battle of Britain, in 1940, did another English military victory 
inspire such a mix of wonder and astonishment.   
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Cause and Effect 
Important places and events in Henry V 
 
 

The Salic Law  
The “Salique land” referred to by the Archbishop in Henry V was in 
Germany and was occupied by Franks, Germanic people who later moved 
westward and established France. Under the Salic Law, a daughter could 
not inherit the property and entitlements of her father. This proscription 
applied to all women, including the daughter of a king. Thus, despite her 
royal status, a king’s daughter could not pass on lands and entitlements of 
the king to her children; she could not give them what she did not legally 
possess.  

 
 
Flipping the V  
Throughout Great Britain, a “peace sign” made with 
the palm inwards—“flipping the v”— is an offensive 
gesture comparable to raising the middle finger. 
Legend has it that this gesture originated with Welsh 
longbowmen during the Hundred Years’ War. There 
is no definitive historical evidence to support this 
legend, although Jean Froissart (1337-1404) does 
recount seeing English bowmen waving their fingers 
at the defenders of a French castle. 
 
 
The Longbow Advantage 
One of the keys to Henry’s success at Agincourt was his skillful deployment of the English 
longbow, which had also been devastatingly effective against the French for his great-uncle 
Edward the Black Prince. Almost every English boy was brought up to shoot the longbow (which 
was usually just over six feet in height) as a hunting weapon. A well-made longbow could 
discharge arrows at high velocity over almost 250 yards, and the experienced bowmen in Henry’s 
army would have been expected to loose over 20 aimed shots per minute. Contemporary accounts 
describe the terrifying sound and sight of a thick cloud of thousands of falling arrows darkening the 
sky. While even the heaviest bodkin-point arrows had difficulty piercing the plate armor of the 
French knights, their horses were still vulnerable. Either killed outright or maddened with pain and 
fear, the horses created chaos in the French ranks. Trampled or pinned beneath their own horses, 
the French knights were methodically speared by the lowly English infantry. 
 
 

Saint Who?  
Along with his twin brother Saint Crispinian, Saint Crispin was 
supposedly born to a noble Roman family in the 3rd century. Facing 
persecution for their Christian faith, the brothers were forced to flee 
to the hinterlands of Gaul, where they worked as shoemakers by day 
and itinerant preachers by night. Annoyed by their missionary zeal, 
the Roman governor of the province had them put to death, and they 
were later declared saints by the Catholic Church. They were the 
patron saints of shoemakers, and their liturgical feast was celebrated 
on October 25, the day on which the Battle of Agincourt was fought 
in 1415.  
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COLLABORATING ON DESIGN CONCEPT 
 
This activity will provide your students with insight into theatrical design and practical experience in 
the creative process that stage designers use when establishing the world of a play.  
 
Essential Question:  How can we communicate the specific world of a play to an audience using 
characterization and analysis of the text?   
 
Objectives:   

 Examine the plot, characters, and themes of the play 

 Explore what happens in the play and what the play is about to inform design choices 

 Analyze design choices based on playwright’s intentions and relevancy to a modern 
audience 

 
Overview: The job of theatrical designers is to support the director’s vision and interpret the 
playwright’s intentions by using costumes, sets, lights, and sound to create the world of the play for 
a modern audience. Each designer’s work should: 

 Evoke the mood and tone of the production 

 Specify the time and place  

 Clarify relationships between characters 
Designers read the play many times searching for clues contained in the text about the look and 
feel of the play. They research the period in which the play was written as well as analyzing the 
plot and characters for visual motifs. The design team meets with the director to brainstorm a 
specific concept or approach to the play. The designers collaborate to ensure that all of the 
elements come together in a cohesive manner.  
 
Activity:  

1. Divide students into teams of five with each member assuming the role of one of the artistic 
team for the production: director, sets, costumes, lights, and sound. Ask students to discuss 
the plot, character, time and place, and overall concept for the production. 

a. Determine the mood of the production from beginning to end. How might it influence 
the design? 

b. Decide where to set Henry V to make it the most relevant for your audience?  
(Coaching) Remind students that the concept must work for the entire play—not just 
certain scenes.  

c. What images or motifs occur repeatedly throughout the play? How would you show 
these onstage? What are the different locations of the play? 

2. Once a setting is decided, ask each group to research the time period in order to be as 
authentic as possible in creating the world of the play. 

3. Each member of the team should produce a creative representation of their design (a 
poster, sound clips, a collage, fabric swatches, and so on). 

4. Ask each group member to write a design/director statement in support of the concept, 
including the historical research that supports their decisions. 

5. Display the concept boards as a team and have each team present their concept to the 
class. 

 
Reflection: After students see the production, ask them to reflect on the design choices made by 
the TAM team. Compare and contrast TAM’s production concept with the students’ vision for the 
play. How were the designer choices similar or different? How did they serve the play? 
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ON SHAKESPEARE 
 
No man’s life has been the subject of more speculation 
than William Shakespeare’s. For all his fame and celebrity, 
Shakespeare’s personal history remains a mystery. We 
know a man named William Shakespeare was baptized at 
Stratford upon Avon on April 26, 1564, and was buried at 
Holy Trinity Church in Stratford on April 25, 1616. Tradition 
holds that he was born three days earlier, and that he died 
on his birthday—April 23—but this is perhaps more 
romantic myth than fact.  
 
Scholars assume that Shakespeare went to grammar 
school, since his father was first a member of the Stratford 
Council and later high bailiff. A grammar school education 
would have meant that Shakespeare was exposed to the 
rudiments of Latin rhetoric, logic, and literature.  
 
Church records tell us that banns (announcements) were 
published for the marriage of a William Shakespeare to an 
Ann Whatley in 1582. On November 27 of the same year a 
marriage license was granted to 18 year old William and 26 
year old Anne Hathaway. A daughter, Susanna, was born to the couple six months later. Twins, 
Hamnet and Judith, were born soon after. We know that Hamnet died in childhood on August 11, 
1596. We don’t know how the young Shakespeare came to travel to London or how he first came 
to the stage.  
 
Whatever the facts may be, it is clear that in the years between 1582 and 1592, William 
Shakespeare became involved in the London theatre scene as an actor and playwright. By 1594, 
Shakespeare was listed as a shareholder in the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, one of the most popular 
acting companies in London. He was a member of this company for the rest of his career, which 
lasted until 1611. When James I came to the throne in 1603, he issued a royal license to 
Shakespeare and his fellow players, inviting them to call themselves the King’s Men. In 1608, the 
King’s Men leased the Blackfriar’s Theatre in London. This theatre, which had artificial lighting and 
was probably heated, served as their winter playhouse. The famous Globe Theatre was their 
summer performance space.  
 
In 1616 Shakespeare’s daughter Judith married Thomas Quiney, the son of a neighbor in Stratford. 
Her father revised his will six weeks later; within a month he had died. The revised version of 
William Shakespeare’s will bequeathed his house and all the goods to his daughter Susanna and 
her husband Dr. John Hall, leaving Judith and Thomas only a small sum of money; his wife, who 
survived him, received the couple’s second best bed.  
 
In the years since Shakespeare’s death, he has risen from obscurity to the most read, adapted, 
and translated writer of all time. In the 1800s, his plays were so popular that many refused to 
believe that an actor from Stratford had written them. To this day some believe that Sir Francis 
Bacon or Edward DeVere, the Earl of Oxford, was the author. Still others prefer to believe that 
Walter Raleigh or Christopher Marlowe penned the lines attributed to Shakespeare. While most 
people are content to believe that genius can spring up in any social class or setting, the gap 
between the known facts and the myths that surround Shakespeare’s life leaves ample room for 
speculation. 
 
 

     William Shakespeare 
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ON ELIZABETHAN ENGLAND 
                                                        

The age of Shakespeare was a great time in English 
history. During the reign of Elizabeth I (1558—1603), 
England emerged as the leading naval and 
commercial power of the Western world, 
consolidating this position with the defeat of the 
Spanish Armada in 1588. During this time, Elizabeth 
I firmly established the Church of England (begun by 
her father Henry VIII after a dispute with the Pope). 
London in the 16th century underwent a dramatic 
transformation; the population grew 400% between 
1500 and 1600, swelling to nearly 200,000 people in 
the city proper and outlying region by the time an 
emerging artist from Stratford came to town. A rising 
merchant middle class was carving out a productive 
livelihood, and the economy was booming. 
 

During Shakespeare's lifetime, England also experienced a tremendous cultural revival. This  
so-called English Renaissance found expression in architecture, music, literature, and drama. 
Shakespeare both drew inspiration from high and popular culture of the English Renaissance. 
Popular entertainment during the 16th century tended to be boisterous and often violent. Many men, 
women, and children attended public executions of criminals that took place on a regular basis, and 
persons of all social classes and genders attended theatre performances. The trade of bookmaking 
flourished during the period as public education fueled the appetite for great works in print.   
 
During the years 1590-1593, England suffered from an outbreak of terrible proportions; the bubonic 
plague or “Black Death” claimed so many lives that English society stood on the verge of collapse. 
Many businesses, including theatres, closed, in part to keep people from spreading the disease and 
in part because of the labor shortage that resulted from such widespread illness and death. Once 
the epidemic subsided, the theatres reopened and quickly 
regained their former popularity.  
 
This explosion of commerce and culture lasted throughout 
Elizabeth’s reign and into that of her successor, James I. 
James’ rule brought many changes to English life; the two 
most pivotal were a bankrupt economy and an intense 
dissatisfaction from a minority religious group—the 
Puritans. In September 1642, the Puritan Parliament 
issued an edict that forbade all stage plays and closed the 
theatres; an act that effectively brought to a close the 
Elizabethan Renaissance. Theatres rapidly fell into 
disrepair and neglect until the Restoration in 1660.  
 
In writing his plays and sonnets, William Shakespeare 
drew ideas from many different sources. His eye for 
detail and his understanding of human nature enabled 
him to create some of the most enduring works of drama 
and poetry ever produced. But his work also provides an 
insightful commentary on 16th-century English values, 
life, history, and thought.
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PERFORMANCES IN SHAKESPEARE’S TIME 
 

In Shakespeare’s day theatre was the most 
popular form of entertainment. The theatre 
district was located in Bankside, just 
outside of London across the Thames. 
Bankside was a seedy part of town known 
for its taverns, brothels, gambling houses, 
and bear baiting arenas. Playhouses were 
built to accommodate an audience of 
almost 3,000 people sitting in boxes, 
benches on the stage, or standing in the pit 
directly in front of the actors. As there was 
no electricity for lighting, performances 
started at 2:00pm to make the most of 
daylight.  
 

All classes came to the theatre; in one 
audience you could see nobleman, court 
dandies, and young apprentices. To pack 
the audiences, playhouses undersold all 
other popular entertainment—which 
included bear baiting arenas. A day at the 
Elizabethan theatre cost just one penny—

equivalent to the price of a movie ticket today.  For twopence or threepence more a 
patron could purchase a seat in the gallery and rent a cushion.  
 
In a typical season a theatre company might play six days a week, forty-nine weeks a 
year, and perform more than forty plays, over half of them brand new. Shakespeare’s 
company, The Lord Chamberlain’s Men (renamed The King’s Men after James I took 
the throne), was considered the most talented company of the time. Acting was not a 
well-respected profession at this time, and 
women were not allowed to perform on 
stage; boys performed all female parts, 
including Juliet and the Nurse in Romeo 
and Juliet. In a day when acting paid 
enough for the average actor to just get by, 
the Lord Chamberlain’s Men did so well 
one or two company members became 
prosperous middle-class citizens. 
Shakespeare was writing for the stage in 
an exciting time where theatre was a fast 
paced popular form of entertainment 
attended by courtiers and whores, lawyers 
and cutpurses, tradesmen, and servants. 
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VERSE AND PROSE 

 
Iambic Pentameter 
Shakespeare wrote much of his dialogue in a form of poetry, following the rules regarding 
rhythm and meter that were commonly used in his time. The form he used is called iambic 
pentameter [call out]. “Iambic” means a line of iambs; iambs are two syllables together, the first 
one is unstressed and the second is stressed. For instance, say the word ‘today’—notice how 
the ‘day’ seems stronger than the ‘to’?  Try reversing the stresses and see how it sounds. 
“Pentameter” refers to the number of iambs in the line. Penta is the Greek word for five—think 
about the Pentagon and how many sides it has—so there are five iambs in each line. 

 

So iambic pentameter feels like a heartbeat: Short, Long; Short, Long; Short, Long; Short, 
Long; Short, Long. An actor uses scansion to interpret the meter of a piece of verse. It can tell 
the reader, the actor, and the audience important information about the character. 
 

ROMEO 
But soft, what light through yonder window breaks? 
 
Actors use the notation “∪” for unstressed syllables and “ / “ for stressed: 
 

  ∪      /      ∪       /        ∪        /   ∪     /     ∪     / 
But soft, what light through yonder window breaks? 
 

Actors use the meter as a clue to discover what Shakespeare's characters are feeling. The 
stressed words are usually the most important (or “operative”) words in a verse line. 
But sometimes the iambic pentameter lines are “irregular” (meaning they don’t have 10 
unstressed and stressed syllables) giving the actor another clue. For example, from Hamlet: 
 

HAMLET 
To be, or not to be: that is the question, 
 
  ∪   /    ∪    /  ∪    /     ∪    /   ∪      /    ∪ 
To be, or not to be: that is the question, 

 
Shakespeare could easily have had the line end with “quest” instead of “question” making it a 
regular line of verse. However, to show Hamlet’s state of questioning and imbalance 
Shakespeare gives the actor a line with an extra beat—11 syllables—to emphasize how he is 
feeling. This is called a feminine ending (because it ends unstressed and is therefore weaker). 
An actor might also choose to flip the stresses after the full stop in the center of the line (called a 
caesura), creating a trochee (a stressed/unstressed foot). 
 

Prose 
Shakespeare wrote his plays using two styles—verse and prose. Verse, the style used most by 
Shakespeare, is text written with a meter or rhythm. Prose is text written without meter or 
rhythm.  Prose is a more common form of speech, sounds more natural, and does not follow the 
rules or form of poetry. Prose is most often found in the comedies where servants or lower 
classes (or character's talking about “lewd” subjects) speak in prose. Shakespeare often uses 
the switch from verse to prose (or back) to indicate a change in emotion or mood within a scene. 
In Romeo and Juliet Mercutio switches from verse to prose and back again in the scene where 
he is killed.  Shakespeare’s shift from verse to prose provides a new and different way to 
convey not only wit and humor but also great depth of feeling and character. 
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BEFORE THE PERFORMANCE 

1.  Line at a Time 
Using a section of the text, type each line on a separate slip of paper and distribute so each 
students has one line. Working independently students walk around the room reading their 
line aloud, experimenting with different inflections or ways of speaking. Regroup in a circle 
and ask each student to read her/his line aloud. Discuss questions about language or word 
choice. Ask students: 

 What might this play be about, based on the lines you heard? 

 What images came to mind when reading or hearing the line(s)? 

 What type of person do you imagine spoke the line(s)? 
 

2.  Don’t Know Much About History 
Is the London of Henry V a real place or a fictional one? How about Rouen? Harfleur? 
Agincourt? (Yep, it’s about 100 km west of Strasbourg.) Ask students to speculate (or 
research) the difference in London when Shakespeare lived there and when King Henry V, 
about 250 years before him, lived. Discuss the conflict over sovereignty in what is now the 
united country of France. Where was the seat of power—Paris? Rouen? There is no record 
of Shakespeare ever visiting Rouen or any of the other French cities mentioned. How did 
Shakespeare learn enough about the cities to write about them? Did he make some details 
up? Are the events of the play mostly based on history or mostly fictional? 
 

3.  Dramatizing Violence On StageThen and Now 
Shakespeare’s actors were trained in swordplay and could perform rapier and dagger or 
broadsword battles on stage. In today’s theatre, violence is safely staged through 
techniques of modern stage combat; actors create physical storytelling that simulates 
violence without putting them at risk. Search the text of Henry V for instances of violence. 
Then discuss each, how it might have been staged during Shakespeare’s time and how it 
might be staged today. What is different or the same about how we view violence today as 
compared to Shakespeare’s time? How do we handle violence in the media today?   

 
1. Judging a Book by its Cover…Literally 

Bring in copies of published scripts or poster images of Henry V. Ask students to look at the 
range of graphic representations throughout the room. Discuss the function of these 
images? Make a list on the board of the symbols, colors, and characters used on the 
images. Discuss what each evokes in the viewer and how this might help sell the production 
or the book. What words were chosen for the poster or book cover? In what font is the title 
of the play? Why did Shakespeare choose this title? Did he feel the title would help sell 
tickets to the play? What expectations does each image establish for the reader or viewer?  
 

4.  A Muse of Fire 
The Chorus starts the play by praying for a “Muse” to help him tell the story. Virgil begins 
The Aeneid asking for the guidance of the Muse of epic poetry, so does Homer in The 
Iliad and The Odyssey. The Chorus asks for a Muse, not of poetry or drama, but for one of 
Fire. What would a “Muse of Fire” bring to the theatre? How would she improve a play? 
Have students read through the Chorus’ prologue to Henry V and identify first, the things 
that Shakespeare tells the audience they won’t see, and second identify what the audience 
must do to make up for that lack. Discuss how this storytelling device might engage 
audiences in Shakespeare’s time and today in the play. 
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AFTER THE PERFORMANCE 
 

2. Political Rhetoric and the Making of a Statesman 
Rhetoric is defined by Dictionary.com as: oratory, the art of influencing the thought and 
conduct of an audience through speech. Today we might call this “speechifying.” 
Shakespeare’s King Henry V uses rhetoric to rally his troops. Give each student a copy of 
“Once more into the breach” speech—one of the most famous speeches in Henry V. Henry 
attempts to convince his men to attack the walled city of Harfleur. There is a place where the 
wall has fallen down (a “breach”) because of the English cannon attacks. Now that the 
breach is opened, they have tried repeatedly to take Harfleur. In this speech, what rhetorical 
devices does Henry use to persuade his men to risk riding into the breach? Note the 
scansion, the word choice, the imagery, the syntax, the use of repetition, and the overall 
structure of the speech. 
 

2.  Two Worlds Both Alike in Dignity 
Ask students to write a response to the follow essay prompt (adapted from the 1991 AP 
Exam): Many plays and novels use contrasting places (for example, two countries, two cities 
or towns, two houses, or the land and the sea) to represent opposing forces or ideas that 
are central to the meaning of the work. How, in Henry V, does Shakespeare contrast two 
such places, France and England? Discuss how the places differ, how the people differ, 
what each place represents, and how their contrast contributes to the meaning of 
Shakespeare’s work.  
 

3.  (Re)Making History in Modern Times 
Are there any political stories, historical moments, or military events of the last few years 
that might make a good play? Are there any figures from the recent past that might make a 
worthy subject for a popular piece of theater like Henry V? Shakespeare also wrote history 
plays about some unsavory leaders: Richard II (weak), St. Joan of Arc in The first part of 
Henry VI (a witch – at least in Shakespeare’s version) and Richard III (evil – at least in 
Shakespeare’s version) for example. Are there any recent or current political figures who 
might inspire a play like these? 
 

4.  All the World’s a Stage 
Divide into five groups, and have each group take one act of the play. Your task is to create 
a three-minute version of your act, using only Shakespeare’s words. Choose carefully the 
lines from your act that carry the most important information and advance the story. When 
each group is done, you will have a 15 minute version of Henry V which you can perform for 
one another. Afterwards, discuss both the process of adaptation and how your abridgement 
compared to the full-length performance.  

 

5.  Suit the Action to the Word 
The director and design team for TAM’s Henry V had a concept, or artistic vision, for this 
production. Have students write a review of Henry V describing what they thought the story 
of the play was, and how the set and costumes helped to tell the story. In their reviews, 
students should select a particular scene that exemplifies their opinions. Share the reviews 
in class and discuss the similarities or differences of opinion. Collect all the reviews and 
send to the Theater at Monmouth Education Department.  
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RESOURCES FOR TEACHERS AND STUDENTS 

Books on Shakespeare and Henry V 

 Asimov, Isaac. Asimov’s Guide to Shakespeare. Doubleday, 1978 

 Cahn, Victor L. The Plays of Shakespeare: A Thematic Guide. Greenwood Press, 2001 

 Gibson, Janet and Rex Gibson. Discovering Shakespeare’s Language. Cambridge 
University Press, 1999 

 McDonald, Russ. The Bedford Companion to Shakespeare, St. Martin’s Press, 1996 

 Pritchard, R.E. Shakespeare’s England. Sutton Publishing Limited, 1999 

 Leggatt, Alexander. Shakespeare’s Political Drama. Routledge, 1989. 

 Barker, Juliet. Agincourt: Henry V & the Battle That Made England. Back Bay Books, 
2007. 

 Sutherland, Jonathan & Watts, Cedric. Henry V, War Criminal? Oxford U. Press, 2000. 
 
Henry V on DVD 

 2012 The Hollow Crown Series. Directed by Thea Sharrock. With Tom Hiddleston as 
King Henry 

 2012 Shakespeare’s Globe on Screen. Directed by Dominic Dromgoole.  

 1989 Directed by Kenneth Branagh. With Kenneth Branagh, Derek Jacobi, Ian Holm 

 1944 Directed by Laurence Olivier. With Laurence Olivier, Leslie Banks, Robert 
Newton 
 

Books on Teaching Shakespeare 

 Gibson, Rex. Teaching Shakespeare. Cambridge University Press, 1998 

 Reynolds, P. Teaching Shakespeare. Oxford University Press, 1992 

 Rosenblum, Joseph. A Reader's Guide to Shakespeare. Salem Press, Inc., 1998 
 
Websites 

 PBS’s In Search of Shakespeare http://www.pbs.org/shakespeare/educators/ 

 Folger Shakespeare Library  http://www.folger.edu 

 MIT Shakespeare: Complete Works, http://the-tech.mit.edu/Shakespeare/ 
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Common Core Standards for English Language Arts & Literacy addressed in the 
Guide: Anchor Standards for Speaking and Listening 

 Comprehension and Collaboration 
o Prepare for and participate effectively in a range of conversations and 

collaborations with diverse partners, building on others’ ideas, and expressing 
their own clearly and persuasively. 

o Integrate and evaluate information presented in diverse media and formats, 
including visually, quantitatively, and orally. 

o Evaluate a speaker’s point of view, reasoning, and use of evidence and rhetoric. 
 

 Presentation of Knowledge and Ideas 
o Present information, findings, and supporting evidence such that listeners can 

follow the line of reasoning and the organization, development, and style are 
appropriate to task, purpose, and audience. 

o Make strategic use of digital media and visual displays of data to express 
information and enhance understanding of presentations. 

o Adapt speech to a variety of contexts and communicative tasks, demonstrating 
command of formal English when indicated or appropriate. 

 

http://www.amazon.com/s?ie=UTF8&field-keywords=Laurence%20Olivier&search-alias=dvd
http://www.amazon.com/s?ie=UTF8&field-keywords=Leslie%20Banks&search-alias=dvd
http://www.amazon.com/s?ie=UTF8&field-keywords=Robert%20Newton&search-alias=dvd
http://www.amazon.com/s?ie=UTF8&field-keywords=Robert%20Newton&search-alias=dvd
http://www.pbs.org/shakespeare/educators/
http://www.folger.edu/
http://the-tech.mit.edu/Shakespeare/

