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gards the counsel of his elders, seizes the estates
of John of Gaunt and other nobles, banishes in
Bolingbroke a former ally who has maintained a
discreet silence about crimes that would taint the
monarch himself, and sets in motion the rebel-
lion that will eventually render his throne untena-
ble. By the climax of the play Richard is forced
to surrender his crown in a deposition scene that
neatly counterpoises the declining King’s complic-
ity for his own downfall with the rising King’s usur-
pation of a throne to which he has no legitimate
title. And by the end of the play Richard’s pasto-
ral musings in the Tower transform him into a
quasi-martyr whose meditations on “the death of
kings” are as deeply moving as anything that
Shakespeare had written up to this point in his ca-
reer. As Richard prophesies, his murder at the
hands of Henry IV’s henchmen releases a tide of
bloodshed that will not be stemmed until another
legitimate monarch ascends the throne nearly a
century in the future.

When Richard II was published in a good
quarto in 1597 it lacked the crucial deposition
scene, owing almost certainly to the censor’s aware-
ness that it would seem threatening to the aging
Queen Elizabeth. That such apprehensions were
Jjustified was borne out four years later when the
play was performed on the eve of the abortive re-
bellion of the Earl of Essex. The deposition
scene’s first appearance in print was in the
fourth quarto of 1608.

As with the earlier English history plays, Rich-
ard IT and the three Henry plays that followed de-
rived in large measure from the 1587 second
edition of Holinshed’s Chronicles. But in all proba-
bility, they were also influenced by, and possibly
even inspired by, the 1595 publication of Samuel
Daniel’s Civil Wars. In any event, it seems more
likely that within a year of the completion of Rich-
ard II Shakespeare began work on its sequel, the
first part of Henry IV. Taken together, parts 1
and 2 of Henry IV focus our attention on the imme-
diate consequences of Henry Bolingbroke’s usur-
pation of the crown. The first consequence is
signaled by the opening lines of the first part,
where the new King, “shaken” and “wan with
care,” announces his desire to lead a crusade to
the Holy Land, both as a means of expiating his
guilt and as a means of unifying a “giddy-
minded” nation that is now divided into warring
factions. Unfortunately, rest is not to be attained
by this tainted monarch. His claim to the throne
is immediately challenged by his former allies,
the Percies, and thereafter his reign is disturbed
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Title page for the 1602 quarto edition of the play that was prob-

ably first produced before Queen Elizabeth and George Carey,

Lord Hunsdon, patron of the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, at

Windsor Castle on 23 April 1597, in honor of the awarding
of the Order of the Garter to Hunsdon (Bvitish Library)

by one threat after another. The King does eventu-
ally arrive at “Jerusalem” near the end of Henry
IV, part 2, but ironically this destination turns
out to be a room in the castle, and the setting for
his deathbed scene, rather than the city he had
hoped to wrest from pagan occupation at the
birthplace of Christendom.

The price that Henry IV pays for his usurpa-
tion turns out to be a nagging consciousness that
“uneasy lies the head that wears the crown.” And
as significant as any other cause of the King’s un-
casiness is his fear that God has chosen to punish
him with a wayward son whose “loose behavior”
will forfeit the throne his father has expended so
much anguish to mount and maintain. For all the
King and his rivals can tell, the “nimble-footed
madcap Prince of Wales” is squandering his royal
inheritance in the dissolute company of “that vil-
lainous abominable misleader of youth, Falstaff,”
and a low-life lot of tavern keepers, thieves, and
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as a play about the evils of anti-Semitism (as criti-
cal of the Christian society that has persecuted
the Jew as it is of the vengeance he vents in re-
sponse), its central trial scene is profoundly dis-
turbing for an audience that has difficulty
viewing Shylock’s forced conversion as a mani-
festation of mercy. Shylock’s “hath not a Jew eyes”
speech impels us to see him as a fellow human
being—notwithstanding the rapacious demand for
“justice” that all but yields him Antonio’s life be-
fore Portia’s clever manipulations of the law strip
the usurer of his own life’s fortune—so that even
if we feel that the Jew’s punishment is less severe
than what strict “justice” might have meted out
to him, his grim exit nevertheless casts a pall
over the festivities of the final act in Belmont.

By contrast with A Midsummer Night's Dream,
a play in which the disparate components of the ac-
tion are resolved in a brilliantly satisfying synthe-
sis, The Merchant of Venice remains, for many of
us, a prototype of those later Shakespearean
works that twentieth-century critics have labeled
“problem comedies.” Even its fairy-tale elements,
such as the casket scenes in which three would-be
husbands try to divine the “will” of Portia’s fa-
ther, seem discordant to a modern audience that
is asked to admire a heroine who dismisses one
of her suitors with a slur on his Moroccan “com-
plexion.” Though it seems to have been written
in late 1596 or early 1597 and, like A Midsummer
Night's Dream, was first published in a good
quarto in 1600, The Merchant of Venice feels closer
in mood to Measure for Measure—which also pivots
on a conflict between justice and mercy—than to
most of the other “romantic comedies” of the
mid to late 1590s.

But if The Merchant of Venice strikes us now
as a play that looks forward to a later phase of
Shakespearean dramaturgy, the plays he worked
on next were a return to his beginnings. Possibly
as early as 1595, and certainly no later than
1597, Shakespe.ne began a fresh exploration of
the “matter” of English history with a play focus-
ing on the events that precipitated the Wars of
the Roses. It is impossible to say whether Shake-
speare knew, when he began composing Richard
11, that he would go on to write the two parts of
Henry IV and the drama on Henry V that would fur-
nish the link between Richard II and the Henry
trilogy with which he had begun his career as a
playwright. But complete the cycle he did, and
the four English history plays Shakespeare wrote
between 1595 and 1599 were even more impres-
sive in their epic sweep than the four plays he
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had completed prior to the theatrical hiatus of
1593-1594.

Richard IT was, among other things, a major
advance in Shakespeare’s development as a po-
etic dramatist. Not only does the play contain the
dying John of Gaunts paean to “This royal

is sceptred isle, . . . This other
paradise,” it also affords us a telling
contrast between the laconic bluntness of Henry
Bolingbroke, a man of action who is not quick to
speak, and the self-indulgent lyricism of Richard
11, a man of words who is, finally and fatally, not
quick to act.

At the beginning of the play Richard’s sccu-
rity in his presumption that God’s deputy is
above the law leads him to disregard the princi-
ples of primogeniture that are the basis of the
King's own position as head of state. He disre-
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prostitutes. But as we learn early in Henry 1V,
part 1, Prince Hal is actually redeemmg time”
ways that surpass the political sag: of even so
Machiavellian a ruler as his father. Hal is acquir-
ing firsthand knowledge of his nation’s ordinary
citizens, and the benefit he anticipates is that
once he is King of England he will be able to “com-
mand all the good lads in Eastcheap.” As he pre-
pares himself for the military trials with which he
must be tested, moreover, he does so in the aware-
ness that once he throws off the “base contagious
clouds” that “smother up his beauty from the
world,” he will emerge as England’s true “sun,”
rather than the flawed monarch he knows his fa-
ther to be.

And so he does. In the battle of Shrewsbury
at the end of Henry IV, part 1, the valiant Hal de-
feats the fiery warrior the King would have pre-
ferred for a son. By winning Hotspur’s honors,
Hal finally earns, at least for a moment, the re-
spect and gratitude of a father whose life and king-
dom he has saved. But it is not enough for Hal
to have demonstrated the courage and prudence
required of an heir apparent. In part 2 Shake-
speare has him back at the Boar’s Head tavern
once again, and it is only after he has demon-
strated the remaining kingly virtues of temper-
ance and justice—by casting off the influence of
Falstaff and claiming as his second surrogate fa-
ther the Lord Chief Justice—that Hal is finally
granted the crown for which he has been so thor-
oughly educated.

His epic reaches its apogee in Henry V, a
play described by its Chorus as a pageant in
honor of “the mirror of all Christian kings.”
Whether or not we are to feel that the new King
has dismissed some of his humanity in his rejec-
tion of the “old fat man” at his coronation, and
whether or not we are to regard with suspicion
the ambiguous “Salic Law” that the Bishops in-
voke to justify the King’s invasion of France, and
whether or not we are to see the King as cruel in
his threat to allow the maidens and children of
Harfleur to be raped and slaughtered if the town
refuses to surrender, the dominant impression
that Henry V has made on most readers and pro-
ducers is one of heroic celebration. The King
proves firm and resourceful in batte, mingling
with his men in disguise on the eve of the engage-
ment and exhorting them to noble valor in his fa-
mous St. Crispin’s Day address. And once his
“happy few,” his “band of brothers,” have tri-
umphed against all odds and won the day, the
King gives the glory to God. He thus illustrates
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those qualities of the nurturing mother pelican—
piety, self-sacrifice, humility, and magnanimity—
that “Christian kings” were to display in addition
to the monarchial attributes that Machiavelli and
other political theorists had long associated with
the lion and the fox. And in his wooing of his
French bride, Katherine, at the end of the play,
the King also exhibits the wit and charm that had
endeared the historical Henry V to his admiring
countrymen.

It is possible that the “wooden O” referred
to in the Chorus’s opening prologue was the
Globe, newly opened on Bankside in 1599, and
hence that Henry V was one of the first, if not the
first, of Shakespeare’s plays to be performed in
that now-famous playhouse. Be that as it may,
the play was probably completed in 1599, a year
after Henry IV, part 2, and two years after Henry
IV, part 1. All three plays had made their first ap-
pearances in print by 1600, the two parts of
Henry IV in good quartos and Henry V in a bad
quarto. The first reliable text of Henry V was that
published in the First Folio in 1623

The first good text of a related play, The
Merry Wives of Windsor, also appeared in the
Folio, but it too was initially published in a bad
quarto, this one a memorial reconstruction dated
1602. Just when Merry Wives was written, and
why, has been vigorously debated for decades. Ac-
cording to one legend, no doubt apocryphal but
not totally lacking in plausibility, Shakespeare
was commissioned to write the play because the
Queen wanted to see Falstaff in love. If so, it
seems likely that the play was also produced as
an occasional piece in honor of the award of the
Order of the Garter to Lord Hunsdon, the pa-
tron of the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, on 23
April 1597. There are references to a Garter cere-
mony at Windsor Castle in act five of The Merry
Wives of Windsor, and Leslie Hotson has argued
that even though the play may well have been per-
formed later at the Globe, its first presentation
was before Queen Elizabeth and Lord Hunsdon
at Windsor on St. George’s Day 1597.

The Merry Wives of Windsor is unique among
Shakespeare’s comedies in having an English
town for its setting. Its bourgeois characters have
delighted audiences not only in the playhouse
but also on the operatic stage, in what many
critics consider the most successful of Verdi's nu-
merous achievements in Shakespearean opera. De-
spite its obvious charms, however, the play has
never been a favorite among Shakespeare’s read-
ers and literary interpreters. The reason is that
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This portrait of Shakespeare was once attributed to Richard Burbage and said
to have belonged to Sir William Davenant, bul it is now believed to have been
painted in the eighteenth century (by permission of the National Portrait
Gallery, London)

the altar with Claudio and Hero for a double wed-
ding that concludes the play with feasting and
merriment.

Shakespeare could have drawn from a num-
ber of antecedents for the story of Hero and
Claudio, among them cantos from Ariosto’s Or-
lando Furioso and Spenser’s Faerie Queene. But the
nearest thing to a “source” for Beatrice and Bene-
dick may well have been his own The Taming of
the Shrew, where another pair of unconventional
would-be lovers struggle their way to a relation-
ship that is all the more vital for the aggressive re-
sistance that has to be channeled into harmony to
bring it about. In any event, if there is some
doubt about where Benedick and Beatrice came
from, there is no doubt about the direction in

which they point—to such gallant and witty Resto-
ration lovers as Mirabell and Millamant in Wil-
liam Congreve’s The Way of the World.

With As You Like It Shakespeare achieved
what many commentators consider to be the fin-
est exemplar of a mode of romantic comedy
based on escape to and return from what
Northrop Frye has termed the “green world.” As
in A Midsummer Night's Dream (where the young lov-
ers flee to the woods to evade an Athens ruled
by the edicts of tyrannical fathers) and The Mer-
chant of Venice (where Belmont serves as the anti-
dote to all the venom that threatens life in
Venice), in As You Like It the well-disposed charac-
ters who find themselves in the Forest of Arden
think of it as an environment where even “adver-



