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2011 Study Guide for Henry IV, Part Two by William Shakespeare

Before seeing/reading the play

1. What qualities should a good leader possess? Identify kings in history and literature
who have been well regarded by the people they reigned over. What qualities and
actions made these kings good leaders? What are the responsibilities of a king? The
burdens?

2. Research the monarchic system of government. What is needed for a king to be
effectual in his rule? How much power does a king possess? What other individuals in
a monarchy hold power? How is a monarchy similar to a democratic system of
government? How is a monarchy different? This and other websites provide
information:
http://www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Monarchy

3. Define rumor. What is rumor’s relationship to fact? To supposition? Identify instances
in recent history of a rumor that was proved false. A rumor that was proved true. In
each instance, who benefited and who suffered from the circulation of the rumor?

Why would people choose to circulate unsubstantiated rumors?

4. Research the English traditions of primogeniture and the divine right of kings. What
did it mean to be an “anointed king” in the 1300s? What role did religion play in the
power of a king? What were the rights of subjects if they disagreed with the actions
of their king or if the king abused his power? These and other websites provide
information:

http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Divine_right_of kings

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Primogeniture

5. Research the history of the Plantagenet line of kings in the House of Lancaster. Create

a family tree from King Edward Il to Henry V. In your research pay special attention to
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10.

the following historical figures: John of Gaunt, Richard Il, Henry IV, Henry V. These and
other websites provide information:

http://www.britroyals.com/plantagenet.htm

http://www.englishmonarchs.co.uk/plantagenet_g.htm

Define rebellion. What does it mean to rebel? Identify some of the forms rebellion
takes. What are possible positive consequences of rebellion? Negative consequences?

What are the Wars of the Roses? How did choices made by King Henry IV contribute
to the Wars of the Roses? These and other websites provide information:
http://www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/House_of Lancaster

http://www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wars_of the Roses

Research life in medieval England. What was life like for the nobles? The clergy? The
peasants? What is feudalism? How did the feudal system work in medieval England?
Chart the feudal hierarchy and describe the obligations of each class to the others.
These and other websites provide information:
http://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/england_medieval.htm

http://www.medieval-life-and-times.info/medieval-life/index.htm

http://www.camelotintl.com/village/street.html

Research the Hundred Years’ War between England and France during the years 1337 —
1453. What was the cause of the conflict? What right did England have to lands in
France? These and other websites provide information:

http://www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hundred Years’ War

http://www.theotherside.co.uk/tm-heritage/background/10oyearswar.htm

http://www.middle-ages.org.uk/hundred-years-war.htm

What obligation does a writer have to be true to the facts when he or she is
presenting historical events? What are the dangers of fictionalizing events and
presenting them as history? Of fictionalizing historical characters and presenting
them as biography? Find examples of modern-day stories that have changed history
and individuals to create a more compelling story.
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Resources

Books:

Asimov’s Guide to Shakespeare by Isaac Asimov

The Chronicles of England, Scotland and Ireland by Raphael Holinshed
Shakespeare’s English Kings by Peter Saccio

Wars of the Roses by Alison Weir

Learn more about Shakespeare’s life and times at the following websites:

http://internetshakespeare.uvic.ca/Library/SLT/index.html
http://www.folger.edu/template.cfm?cid=865&CFID=6230886& CFTOKEN=25420173
http://www.shakespeare.org.uk/explore-shakespeare.html

http://shakespeare.palomar.edu/life.htm

http://www.bardweb.net/man.html

After seeing/reading the play

1.

Henry IV, Part Two is the third part of a tetralogy, or four-part series that begins with
Richard II, continues with Henry IV, Part One and ends with Henry V. What past events,
described in Part Two, lead to the events of this play? What past events haunt King
Henry IV and the other characters?

What tone does Rumor set at the beginning of the play? Who in the play is affected
by rumors and gossip, and how? Which rumors are true? Which are false?

What was the ideal process for a man to become King in medieval England? What
steps did Henry IV take? Compare his method to the ideal method. What
repercussions result from his taking the crown? How does Prince Hal become Henry
V? Refer to your research on primogeniture; how does Hal’s claim to the throne differ
from that of his father?

Refer to your research about the lives of Henry IV and Henry V: How has Shakespeare
altered the historical facts, personalities and timelines in Henry IV, Part Two? What
are his reasons for these alterations? What is gained? What is lost?
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10.

1.

In Act |, scene iii, the Archbishop of York says, “O thoughts of men accursed! Past and
to come seems best; things present worst.” What does he mean by this statement? In

what way is this statement true? Explain your answer.

In Act |, scene i, Falstaff says, “Men of all sorts take a pride to gird at me: the brain of
this foolish-compounded clay, man, is not able to invent anything that tends to
laughter, more than | invent or is invented on me: I am not only witty in myself, but
the cause that wit is in other men.” In what ways is this statement true? How does
Falstaff describe his physical self and his values? How is he described by other men in
the play? Based on these descriptions, what is an accurate characterization of

Falstaff? What function does he serve?

What is the attitude towards war in the play? Find pro-war passages in the text. Find
anti-war passages. Which do you think Shakespeare favors and why? What are the
benefits of war in the world of the play? What are the drawbacks? What strategies of
war are suggested and by whom? What reasons for not going to war are given and by

whom?

Who is the main character in the play? Who is on the stage for the greatest length of
time? Who has the most lines? Why is the title Henry IV, Part Two? If you were to

change the title, what would you change it to?

Several relationships between Hal and his father and father-figures are explored in
the play. Compare Hal’s relationship with his father, King Henry IV, and his two
father-figures, Falstaff and the Lord Chief Justice. Describe Hal’s relationship with
each. What does each believe about Hal? What specific lessons does each attempt to
instill in him through words? What does each teach him by example? How are these

teachings reflected in the King that Hal becomes by the play’s end?

If you have read or seen Henry IV, Part One, describe the changes in Hal from that play
to this one. How do you account for the differences in Prince Hal? In what ways has he

stayed the same?

Shakespeare uses a parallel structure in this play, alternating between grave scenes
with nobles and comic scenes with the common folk. Compare the nobles with the
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13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

common folk. How do these groups reflect each other? How does each of these
groups respond to rumors? What does honor mean to each group? Loyalty? Rebellion?

War? Passage of time?

What is the cause of King Henry IV’s insomnia? What has he realized about power?
Why doesn’t he reveal his insight to Prince Hal? What advice does he give Prince Hal
regarding kingship?

Identify the different meanings of the word “friend” in the play. Which pairs of
characters think of themselves as friends? What does it mean to have and be a friend
for each of these individuals? Who is helped by a friend? Who is hurt? How is
friendship connected to loyalty? What are the benefits of loyalty? What are the
drawbacks?

Describe the status of the women in the play. What is the function of each woman?

How do they influence the action?

Human mortality is a theme in Henry IV, Part Two. How does Falstaff’s attitude
towards death compare with King Henry IV’s attitude and why? Find examples in the

text of characters speaking of mortality in terms of decay, disease and illness.

Who or what is diseased in the play? With what illness? How are death and
corruption played out on the physical level? The political level? The emotional level?

The spiritual level?

In the late 1500s, citizens in England were nostalgic over Queen Elizabeth’s reign, a
time of relative peace, and anxious over who would succeed the popular Queen
Elizabeth after her death. Give examples in Henry IV Part Two of concern with the
passage of time. What is the general attitude towards the past in this play? The
present? The future?

Which characters can be trusted? Which are deceitful? What are the reasons given for
their deceit? Whose deceit seems justified and why?



19. Poins accuses Prince Hal of being a hypocrite. Make arguments for and against Hal’s
hypocrisy. What other characters might be called hypocrites? Why?

20. Compare Hal’s rebellion against his father with his rebellion against Falstaff and his
Eastcheap friends. What motivates these actions? Which are caused by Hal’s tastes

and preferences and which by necessity?

21. Describe the royal brothers John of Lancaster, Humphrey of Gloucester and Thomas of
Clarence, using what is said about them, what they say and what they do. Compare
them to their brother Prince Hal: their relationship with their father, with each other,
actions. How do the brothers support Hal as their future King? What do they fear will
become of them when Hal becomes King? Why?

22. Describe Prince John’s relationship with -

What



