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Dear Cast and Company of Henry 5, 

Producing a play written by Shakespeare can be challenging. Most people do not 

normally walk around in their everyday lives speaking in Elizabethan English in perfect 

pentameter. Speaking in such a way fluently calls for hard work and practice, as does 

staging such taxing Shakespearian shows. In order to produce such plays successfully 

and with a little more ease, it is important that the whole company have background 

knowledge of the play, playwright, text, and social/historical context, as well as more 

specific research affecting each individual person.  This is especially true with this 

production not only because this is a major historical Shakespeare play, but also 

because we have our own special adaptation of the play. For everyone to understand 

the directorial concept in conjunction with their character or design, one must have 

some knowledge first. This play is challenging in every aspect, so we want to be 

prepared to win the battle!  

 

Some of the information you will find included here: fun facts about Henry V, a short 

biography of Shakespeare, explanation of the Salic (Salique) Law, an explanation of 

some terms that may come up in the script, and much more. 

I sincerely hope that everyone uses this dramaturgical packet to their best advantage. 

As more questions come up throughout the process, more research will be done. Let 

this be a helpful foundation for us to build our play on.  

ñAll things are ready if our minds be so.ò 

 ïHenry V 

-Lindsey Oetken, Dramaturg 
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The Personality: Henry the Fifth in Person 

Imagine, if you will, a man of above medium 

height, strong, well-coordinated, muscular, with a long 

neck and lean face and nose, straight brown hair, 

good complexion, and gentle brown eyes that lit up 

quickly when angered. In Christopher Allmandôs 

biography Henry is described as a man who looks 

ñmore like a priest than a soldier.ò Outwardly reserved 

and stern, inwardly a born confident leader (Allmand). 

He was a born leader, honing the skills he 

learned from the education he received as a privileged 

noble. He received only the best education in military 

training, hunting and riding, music (he could play the 

harp!), literature, theology, law and three languages: 

Latin, French, and English. Henry V was an extremely 

well educated King (Wilde). 

Henry V didnôt always hold the title of Henry V. He was born Henry of Monmouth, 

the oldest of six children, to Henry Bolingbroke, Earl of Derby and Mary Bohun, who 

came from a family of rich estates. The date of his birth is of some controversy. 

Because he was not yet heir to the thrown at this point in his life, his birth was not 

recorded properly; therefore, it is not known whether or not Henry was born on August 

9, or September 16, in either 1386 or 1387 (Wilde). 

About ten years later, in 1397, Henryôs father, Bolingbroke, reported treasonous 

comments that the Duke of Norfolk made. It was taken to court, but the trial never took 

place. Richard II, the present king, broke up the dispute by exiling Bolingbroke for ten 

years. Suddenly, Henry of Monmouth was invited to royal court. While Henry was in 

court as a ñsemi-hostage,ò Richard II grew to love him and made him a knight. Thus 

began Henryôs experience in court. Henryôs grandfather, John of Gaunt died in 1399, 

and instead of letting Bolingbroke inherit his fatherôs land, Richard kept it for himself and 

made Bolingbrokeôs exile for life. The peopleôs favor began to shift away from Richard 

and toward Bolingbroke, who returned to England and eventually seized the throne. 

Figure 1 Portrait of King Henry V of 
England. 
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Bolingbroke became Henry IV, and his son (ñHarryò) became heir to the throne 

assuming the titles of Prince of Wales, Duke of Cornwall and Earl of Chester, Duke of 

Lancaster and Duke of Aquitaine. As his father ascended the throne, Henry gained 

more responsibilities in the government (Wilde).  

It is said that Henryôs teenage years at court were wild and foolish, although, 

historians havenôt proven it. He was given many responsibilities in his youth. If he was a 

rebellious teenager as Shakespeare makes him out to be in his play Henry IV, he 

certainly grew out of it in his rise to power. In fact, some historians even describe him as 

a ñcold, aloofò man with an ñiron will and fanatical determinationò (Wilde).  

Prince Henry received his first chance to prove himself to Parliament in battle on 

July 21, 1403, at the Battle of Shrewsbury. The prince commanded the right flank of the 

king, a large responsibility. During the heat of battle, Henry was wounded in the face by 

a flying arrow, but he rejected the thought of leaving, drawing fame for his courage. He 

would draw on this experience and bravery in the future when he would become king. 

Not only did he gain skill in battle, but also political competence. For five years he was 

part of the Kingôs Council, and took command of the Council in 1410. He and his father 

always disagreed on the subject of France during these council meetings, and in 1408-

09, when the king became very ill, Prince Henry tried to persuade his father to give up 

the throne to him, but his father refused (Wilde).  

 In 1413, the illness took a fatal blow to Henry IV; about ten years after his first 

battle, Prince Henry ascended the throne and took up the title of Henry V (Wilde). It was 

April 9, Passion Sunday, it was snowing outside, and Henry was about 26 years old 

(Allmand). Henryôs ascension to the throne was greatly supported by the people of 

England, who were desperate for a strong leader (Wilde).  

As king, Henry made many significant changes including many reforms in finance 

and law. He impressed Parliament with the way he attacked the general lawlessness 

that suspended over England. He solved many disagreements between locals. His 

unconventional method of solving these problems was to pardon criminals in return for 

military service in the army he was building use against France. Another important 

movement Henry V carried out was uniting nobles and common people; something 

Shakespeare takes note of in the play. Perhaps one of the most interesting things Henry 
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did as King was order the government to have all legal documents be written in 

ñvernacularò English, which is the language most common peasants would use, instead 

of Latin and French (Wilde). This is just another way that Henry integrated the noble 

and common classes together.  

After the glorious victory at the battle of Agincourt, an agreement was made 

between Henry and Charles VI called the Treaty of Troyes. The treaty sanctioned that 

Charles VI would remain King of France, but Henry V would become his heir. The 

Dauphin, King Charlesô son was no longer permitted inheritance, and Henryôs bloodline 

would take up the throne. As a bonus, Henry got to marry Charlesô daughter, Katherine. 

They were married on the first of December 1420 (Wilde).  

Henry V was constantly in battle with the Dauphin in France. During a siege against the 

Dauphin during the winter months of 1421, Henryôs only child was bornða son also 

named Henry. At this time he fell deathly ill and had to be carried to the next battlefront. 

His illness carried with him into the next year, and he died August 31st, 1422 at Bois de 

Vincennes in Paris (Wilde).  

 

The Hundred Years War: 

 Discrepancies between 

England and France began long 

before the Battle of Agincourt. 

The beginning of these tensions 

between the two countries 

began in 911, when the Viking 

Rollo was allowed by 

Carolingian Charles the Simple 

to inhabit part of his kingdom, 

also known as Normandy. This 

caused Norman leaders, such 

as Rollo, to become vassals, or 

dependent landholders to the 

Figure 2 Map of France found in the Arden Shakespeare 
version of Henry V. 
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King of France. This means that English Kings were also vassals to the French King. 

Many years passed and William the Conqueror, also known as the Duke of Normandy 

conquered England in the 1066 Battle of Hastings. During this period, the King of 

England owned more of Franceôs land then the King of France did himself. So, a period 

of several civil wars begins in England from the year 1135 through 1154. There were 

three wars in which France finally gained more control: The Conquest of Normandy in 

1214, The Saintonge War in 1242, and the War of Saint-Sardos in 1324. Still, the 

fighting continued in Southern France between the English and French Kings, and in 

1328, the King of France, Charles IV died with no male heir to take his place. The King 

of England, Edward III (Henry Vôs great-great grandfather), whose mother was Charles 

IVôs sister, claimed the throne, as well as Phillip VI of France. Phillip gained the throne 

and tried to take Southern France back. Edward III attacked France in 1338 and two 

years later declared himself King of France. Agincourt was just one of the many battles 

the English won from 1337-1453, until 1429 during the battle of Orleans, when France 

finally gained control (eHistory).  

 

 

The Victorious Battle of Agincourt 

ñLo, thus our comely King conquered the field,  

By the grace of God omnipotent,  

He took his prisoners, both young and old,  

And toward Calais forth he went.ò  

-The Siege of Hurler and the Battle of Agincourt, 

John Lydgate  

It is the night before the battle, 

October 24, 1415. A cold, steady rain 

splatters like blood against the muddy ground. Camp was cold and uncomfortable. The 

English are tired. September brought victory at Harfleur, and now they retired in Calais, 

but since then, half of the men have died of disease and casualties (Encyclopedia 

Britannica). King Henry V just ordered the camp into silence so that the soldiers could 

rest. Meanwhile, the French are merry-making in a camp near by. 

Figure 3 The French and the English advance toward 
each other at the Battle of Agincourt. 
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It is dawn the next morning, October the 25th, the day of feasting for St. Crispin.  

Henry and his troops are dressed in full battle gear, shifting their weight in the sodden 

soil, holding their lances and bows as they form ranks on an open field 1,000 yards long 

and 800-900 yards wide. Henry wears no headgearðonly a gold crown, as if to say: 

ñIôm not afraid of what is to come. Let them know where I am and that I am King.ò 

Behind him fly three flags: one of Trinity, one of St.ôs George and Edward, and his own 

personal flag. There are 1,000 English men at arms and 5,000 archers. The 20,000-plus 

French are lined up in the near distanceðtheir armor heavy, weighing them into the 

mud, making them barely mobile. Both armies wait to see who will make the first move 

(Allmand). 

It is Sir Thomas 

Erpingham who calls the 

English to march forward 

and ñStrike!ò The English 

let out war cries as they 

march forward, until close 

enough to loose their 

suffocating arrows upon 

the French 

(EyeWitnesstoHistory). 

The French can hardly 

move. The narrow field 

hampers their progress; they 

are sunken into the muddy ground; they cannot swing their broadswords; they have no 

protection from the ñCloud of Death,ò the English arrows raining from the sky. French 

soldiers fall like timber in the woods at a rate of ten men per minute (Allmand). There is 

a break in the fighting and one third of the French are left. The English hold a large 

group of unarmed French prisoners captive. Henry V chooses to kill with a group of 200 

                                                 

 St. Crispinôs Day was a day of feasting set aside to celebrate two French Saints. Crispin and Crispian 

were cobblers from Soissons who were martyred for their Christian beliefs in the 3
rd

 century (Allmand). 

Figure 4 A detailed map shows possible configurations of battalions at 
the Battle of Agincourt. 
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archers. France withdraws. Many noble French are captured, such as the Duke of 

Orleans, whom Henry entertains at camp when the night is over (Allmand).  

The day is done. The dead lie in mountainous piles across the fields. Some say 

100-200 proud English soldiers are dead. Some say as many as 500ðeven 1,000. The 

French suffer the loss of 8,000 to 11,000 nobles (Family Chronicle). King Henry returns 

to London in triumph, wearing simple purple robes and with a group of his knights and 

men encircling their victorious king (Allmand).  

 

The Other Side: One Crazy King and Defining the Dauphin 

 Who was on the other side of the great grapple for the French Throne? Charles 

VI was the French King from 1380-1422. He was often referred to as Charles the Mad 

because after 1392 he suffered from recurring bouts of 

insanity. During this period, Philip of Burgundy took 

power. The Duke of Orleans, Charles VIôs brother 

challenged that power. Power struggle ensued, until 

1420 when Henry V of England invaded France, 

leading Charles to accept the Treaty of Troyes, giving 

Henry right to the throne of France (Columbia 

Electronic Encyclopedia).  

Dauphin (dôǋfǯn, Fr. dǾfŁNǋ) ï The word dauphin 

is a French title for the eldest son of the King of France. 

It originated from the family name of some counts of 

Vienne who took the dolphin as their ñheraldic deviceò 

in the twelfth century (Columbia Electronic Encyclopedia).  

 

Salic Law; or ñLaw Saliqueò 

In certain noble European families, the Salic law does not allow females or those 

born of a female bloodline to take certain titles and offices of families. There is a certain 

code of Germanic codes called Lex Salica, which the Salic Laws are mistakenly based 

on. Lex Salica forbade female succession to property, not to certain titles or offices. The 

law was one of the causes of the Hundred Years War (Columbia Electronic 

Figure 5 Portrait of King Charles VI 
of France. 
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Encyclopedia). In Shakespeareôs King Henry V, Archbishop Canterbury explains to King 

Henry in Act one, scene 2, that Henry has right to the French throne because 

technically, the Salic law (or Salique as written in some versions) does not apply to 

French land. The Salic law originally came from German lands. Therefore, even though 

Henryôs claim to the throne would come through the female line, he still can take 

possession of the French throne. 

 

THEATER; The Crucial First Clue To 'Henry V' 

*Article taken from the New York Times, June 29, 2003.  

By RON ROSENBAUM 

Published: Sunday, June 29, 2003 

 

Olivier played it for laughs. Kenneth Branagh staged it like an Oliver Stone conspiracy. 

One Royal Shakespeare Company actor played it with a blackboard. This summer in 

Central Park, the Public Theater will do it with multiple, detailed display charts. 

   

I'm speaking of the notoriously troublesome ''Salic law'' sequence at the start of 

Shakespeare's ''Henry V.'' It's complicated, arcane, esoteric, a challenge to actors and 

directors. Nonetheless, Shakespeare singled it out from his sources to open and frame 

his play. And depending on the way it's staged and acted, it can offer a crucial early clue 

to a director's vision of the character of King Henry -- hero, Machiavel, or both? -- and to 

the way he or she views the longstanding debate over ''Henry V'': is it a rousingly 

patriotic pro-war play or a slyly subversive critique of an unnecessary war? 

 

After the Chorus introduces the play with a lofty call for a ''Muse of Fire,'' we descend 

into the back rooms of power, where ''a kind of cat and mouse game'' (as Alan Dessen, 

a leading scholar of Shakespearean staging, calls it) between King and Church begins 

to unfold. The year is 1415 or thereabouts; Henry V, the prodigal son turned king, has 

recently taken the throne after his dying father has (in Shakespeare's ''Henry IV, Part 2,'' 

at least) advised him to ''busy giddy minds with foreign quarrels'' in order to consolidate 

his power. The new king is intent on pressing the English claim to the throne of France, 
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even if this quarrel means war; but he wants his assault to be -- or be seen as -- a just 

war, blessed by the church. 

 

In Shakespeare's somewhat unreliable version of history, the king's leverage is a 

punitive tax bill in the House of Commons that could confiscate more than half the 

church's wealth. Meanwhile, Henry's demands that the French acknowledge his claim to 

their throne have been countered by French insistence on further U.N. inspections -- 

sorry, the parallels are hard to resist; I mean by the French reading of the so-called 

Salic law. It's an ancient statute that, the French maintain, bars succession to the 

French throne to anyone whose title (like Henry's) was passed down through a female 

ancestor. 

 

You're yawning already: this is the problem Shakespeare faced -- and dared his actors 

and directors to surmount. That he wanted the complex Salic law intrigue to frame the 

play is evident in the length and prominence he gives it in the text. But how to play it 

onstage? 

 

The maneuvering begins with the Archbishop of Canterbury disclosing to the Bishop of 

Ely a deal he's just made with Henry. The archbishop has offered Henry a big church 

subsidy for a prospective French war, essentially a bribe, and expects Henry to scuttle 

the tax bill in return. But in the next scene, it turns out that Henry wants more than a 

bribe from the church. He wants a blessing. 

 

This scene, in front of the assembled court, is the very first time we see Henry, the most 

mythic and ostensibly heroic of Shakespeare's kings. He asks the Archbishop of 

Canterbury for an analysis of the Salic law: does the church believe it should inhibit him 

from going to war for the French throne? 

 

It's a question we can't help seeing -- because of the previous scene -- as a staged 

propaganda ritual: the interpretation of the law Henry requests has already been bought 

and paid for. Which undercuts Henry's dramatic demand for objectivity from the 
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Archbishop: 

God forbid, my dear and faithful lord, 

That you should fashion, wrest or bow your reading . . . 

For God doth know how many now in health 

Shall drop their blood in approbation 

Of what your reverence shall incite us to. 

 

In other words, give me honest intelligence, an honest close reading of the law, or you 

will be responsible for the body bags. 

 

Is this a sincere request or the height of Machiavellian hypocrisy? Is Henry pretending 

he does not know the answer he's paid for? It's our first glimpse of the character of 

Henry V, the central ambiguity in one of the most troublingly ambiguous plays in the 

canon. 

 

And it is then that we get the Archbishop's epic 

exegesis of the Salic law issue. It's a 

remarkable speech: an uninterrupted, 60-odd 

line discourse on the ancient history and 

geography of the kingdom of France that is one 

of the longest speeches in all of Shakespeare, 

nearly twice the length of Hamlet's ''To be or 

not to be'' soliloquy. The speech is both a 

challenge and an opportunity for actors and 

directors. And while ''Henry V'' is full of 

famously rousing and heroic speeches -- 

''Once more unto the breach . . .,'' ''We few, we 

happy few, we band of brothers'' -- in some 

telling ways the Salic law speech, which many 

productions radically cut for fear the audience 

will flee or doze, may be, in some respects, as important as the battle cries. 

Figure 6 Portrait of the Archbishop of 
Canterbury giving a speech. 
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Laurence Olivier, who both directed and starred in the 1944 film of ''Henry V,'' and who 

wanted to give the embattled English nation (then fighting again in the fields of France) 

a heroic, warrior-king Henry, trivialized the speech -- turning the clerical conspirators 

into a pair of doddering, harmless clowns. Just as Canterbury's exegesis becomes most 

comically complex -- ''King Pepin, which deposed Childeric/ Did as heir general, being 

descended of Blithild/ Which was the daughter to King Clothair . . .,'' an indigestible stew 

of unfamiliar names -- the Bishop of Ely tosses an armload of dusty parchment pages 

into the air in comic frustration at the ludicrously complicated exposition. Thus did 

Olivier defuse and defang the dark implication in the previous scene, that the church 

was giving Henry a corrupt, blood-for-tax-abatement excuse for an unnecessary war. 

Still, Olivier's portrayal is not without irony about the objectivity of the claims that justify 

a war. 

 

And Olivier's version of that sequence has suffered disparagement by comparison with 

Kenneth Branagh's more sinister-seeming secret-cabal version. Mr. Branagh, who 

directed and starred in the 1989 ''Henry V'' film, sets up Canterbury and Ely as grim 

conspirators, with pale, ghostly, hooded faces (they look like Death in ''The Seventh 

Seal''), hiding behind the scenes as they concoct a plot to profit from Henry's war. So 

when the speech ends and Henry demands to know if he can go to war ''in right and 

conscience,'' it's hard not to see the King's noble rhetoric as cover-up for an exercise of 

imperial power and self-promotion that will leave ten thousand dead for one man's glory. 

 

In recent decades (according to James Loehlin's 1997 survey of ''Henry V'' staging), 

some directors have depicted the clerics as ''mustache-twirling villains,'' others as 

''neither bumbling buffoons nor scheming villains but shrewd formidable politicians.'' 

Some directors use the court bystanders to characterize the Salic law exposition. In 

Michael Kahn's 1969 American stage version, after ''Canterbury exhorted Henry to 

'unwind your bloody flag,' '' Mr. Loehlin reports, ''the King's Lords, standing on barrels, 

began to caw and wave their arms like birds of prey. The use of the word 'hawks' 

alluded directly to right-wing supporters of America's Vietnam policy.'' 
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What's more rare is to see the logic of the Salic law speech taken seriously. Alan 

Dessen, whose recent book ''Rescripting Shakespeare'' focuses on the way directors 

cut and shape the text to serve various agendas, aesthetic and political, observes that 

there are more than the two poles represented by Olivier's mockery and Branagh's 

Machiavellian vision of the speech. 

 

''There's a veteran R.S.C. actor named Tony Church who demonstrated it in a class I 

saw,'' Mr. Dessen told me. ''He did it straight, he used a blackboard, he demonstrated 

that the Salic law speech is not necessarily a parody of a historical argument but has a 

logic.'' And a few days later, when I spoke to Mark Wing-Davey, who is directing the 

''Henry V'' starring Liev Schreiber now in previews at the Delacorte Theater (it runs 

through Aug. 10), he told me he ''planned to do the speech very seriously with a whole 

set of placards on easels,'' accompanied by ''a set of illustrations.'' After all, he says of 

that troublesome speech, ''Its function is to persuade, so just as Colin Powell addressed 

the United Nations, there will certainly be an echo of the seriousness with which Henry 

takes at least the appearance of going into war with 'right and conscience.' '' 

 

The fact that those who take the Salic law sequence seriously need blackboards and 

placards on easels accompanied by illustrations to make sense of it doesn't necessarily 

mean that it's nonsense. Read closely, the speech is a kind of spiraling black hole of 

self-cancellation. In the Archbishop's exegesis, the reputed author of the Salic law, a 

fifth-century figure called Pharamond, was actually a mythic character, didn't really exist. 

And besides, Canterbury says, if he did exist, France isn't even a Salic land and the law 

doesn't even apply to it, but to a region of Germany that didn't come under French rule 

until four centuries after the supposed death of the nonexistent author of the invalid law. 

And on top of that, the Archbishop says, the French kings, who have denied the English 

claim on the basis of the Salic law's ban on female succession, themselves hold the 

crown illegitimately by virtue of descent from royal women. 

 

Of course, that's if you believe the Archbishop is telling the truth even though he'd been 
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bribed for his interpretation (not impossible, of course). Irony devours itself in the Salic 

law speech. 

 

What's less often noted is that the Salic law speech may also undercut even the oft-

celebrated romanticism of Henry's awkward bilingual wooing of the French princess, 

Katharine, after his victory at Agincourt at the close of the play. One could argue that, 

just like the Salic law interpretation, which Henry has prearranged, the French princess 

herself has already, in effect, been 

bought and paid for: she's a prize of 

victory, the ''capital demand'' of 

Henry's surrender terms. She 

doesn't have much choice. What is 

a profession of love (which she, to 

her credit, barely assents to) in such 

circumstances? 

 

But as in the Salic law sequence, 

Henry wants Katharine's consent to 

be the result of ''right and 

conscience,'' to be seen as true love 

rather than a spoil of war. As with the church, he wants a blessing, not just a bribe. He 

wants to persuade himself, persuade Katharine, that she loves him. Her ambiguous -- 

doubly ambiguous because bilingual -- response leaves us uncertain whether what 

we're hearing is love or, as with Canterbury, mere lip service. 

 

There's a very influential essay on the ambiguities of ''Henry V'' by Norman Rabkin (in 

''Shakespeare and the Problem of Meaning'') that's known in the trade as ''the rabbit 

and duck essay.'' Both Alan Dessen and Mark Wing-Davey referred to it in our 

conversations. Mr. Rabkin believes that attempts to see Henry as either hero or cynical 

Machiavellian are all wrong. 

 

Figure 7 Portrait of Henry V wooing Princess Katherine 
with her lady attending, Alice, in the background. 
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Mr. Rabkin believes the play is perhaps the most ambiguous of all Shakespeare's plays, 

and compares it to ''the gestaltist's familiar drawing,'' which, looked at one way, is a 

rabbit, but, if one shifts focus, can seem like a duck. ''Henry V,'' Mr. Rabkin argues, is 

not either/or but both rabbit and duck at the same time. After all, no matter how much 

intellectual skepticism the play evokes, few 

can help responding to the emotion of the 

''band of brothers'' speech. In some respects 

the play is about the duality of human motive 

-- and human response. ''Ideally, it should be 

possible to see Henry as both hero and 

Machiavel,'' says Mr. Wing-Davey. ''I'm a 

pacifist, but I don't believe people go to war cynically. I think they try to convince 

themselves they have right and conscience on their side, even if they use Machiavellian 

methods.'' The same could be said of Henry's campaign of love and seduction. 

 

And both rabbit and duck first appear to us in the deceptive thickets of the Salic law 

speech. 

Ron Rosenbaum is working on a book about Shakespeare scholars and directors. 

   

The Text:  

The Origins of the Plot 

 Believe it or not, though Shakespeare is one of 

the most famous playwrights of English history, most 

of his plays are not original plot lines. During the 

times when there were not copyright laws, many 

authors ñborrowedò from each other. Most of 

Shakespeareôs Henry V is taken from Raphael 

Holinshedôs Chronicles of England, Scotland, and 

Ireland and Edward Hallôs The Union of the Two 

Noble and Illustre Families of Lancaster and York. 

Figure 9 Cover page of the 1608 Quarto 
version of Shakespeare's Henry V. 

Figure 8 ñRabbit or Duckò Image 

 


