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Synopsis

Once a wild and reckless youth, Henry V 

becomes king of England when his father, 
Henry IV, dies. In order to gain the trust of 
the people, who are slow to forget his 
rebellious adolescence, Henry V aims to claim 
the throne of France. He consults with the 
Archbishop of Canterbury over the Salic Law, 
an ancient law that would allow Henry to 
take over the land. The French King Charles’ 
son, the Dauphin, is outraged at this and 
sends Henry a dishonoring gift of tennis balls 
to show his hatred for the boy and to taunt 
him for his youth. Henry returns this taunt by 
saying that he will return the tennis balls as 
“gunstones.” Henry then advises the French 
to prepare for war. 

When King Charles refuses to acknowledge 
Henry’s claim to the French throne, Henry 
surrounds the city of Harfleur and threatens 
to destroy it unless it surrenders to him.  
When the Daphin fails to do so, the governor 
of Harfleur finally does. 

Henry plans a decisive battle against the 
French at Agincourt. The night before the 
battle, Henry disguises himself and goes into 
the camp to determine his soldiers’ morale. In 
the early morning, Henry argues with a man 
over whether the king is responsible for the 
souls of those who die in battle. 

Henry is heavily weighted down by
this conversation and ponders the vast 
responsibilities of a ruler. He prays for 
success in the next day’s battle against 
France.  On the other side, Charles and his
army are confident in the fact that they 
outnumber England, thinking that they will 
definitely win the battle.

The Battle of Agincourt is a total defeat by 
the English army and Henry returns home 
to England. He then travels back to France 
to work on a treaty with King Charles. 
While in France, Henry and Charles’ 
daughter, Katherine, fall in love. In the end, 
the treaty is signed for Henry to be in 
succession for the throne of France and 
Katherine and Henry are married.

Image from:  
www.mailonsunday.co.uk/newsarticle-1201096/Did-ances...line.html
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All About William Shakespeare

Over a period of about twenty years, 
Shakespeare composed 37 plays, 5 poems, and 
154 sonnets.  However, not many of these 
were published prior to his death. 
Shakespeare’s stage productions were wildly 
popular in London at the turn of the 1600s. 
Hundreds enjoyed his works while he was 
alive and millions now enjoy his legacy.

Shakespeare spent the last five years of his 
life in Stratford using the money he had 
earned on the acting/writing scene in 
London.  He died in 1616 and was buried at 
The Holy Trinity Church in Stratford-Upon-
Avon, the same church in which he was 
baptized.

William Shakespeare was born in 
Stratford-Upon-Avon, a small town about 
100 miles north of London, in 1564.  His 
parents were John Shakespeare and Mary 
Arden. The Church Records from the Holy 
Trinity Church date he was baptized on April 
26.  Since the custom of the time was to 
baptize a child about three days after his or 
her birth, many assume Shakespeare’s 
birthday to be April 23.  When he was 18, 
Shakespeare married Anne Hathaway.  By the 
time he was 21, the couple had three children:  
Judith, Susanna, and Hamnet. 

The next seven years of his life are commonly 
known as “The Lost Years.”  Unfortunately, 
Shakespeare disappears from all records until 
1592 when his name reappears in London. 
A fellow playwright, Robert Greene, writes a 
review of one of his works, leading scholars 
to believe that by this time Shakespeare had 
left his family in Stratford and moved to 
London to pursue his career in acting and 
playwriting.  During this time, Shakespeare 
also began writing his well-known sonnets, 
which were published without his consent in 
1609, just before his retirement. 
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Try this!
Try to create a new word for fun to use in a sentence when talking to a friend.  Notice that 
many of Shakespeare’s words are a combination of two words for a deeper meaning.  How 
many of these words do you use in everyday conversation?

Words, Words, Words

accommodation
aerial
amazement
anchovy
apostrophe
assassination
bedazzle
bloody
bump
castigate
coldhearted
colorful
control (noun)
countless
courtship
critic
critical
disgraceful
dishearten
dislocate
East Indies
eventful
exposure
eyeball

fashionable
fitful
fortune-teller
freezing (adjective)
fretful
frugal
generous
gloomy
gnarled
gossip
hurry
impartial
invitation
laughable
leaky
leapfrog
lonely
madwoman
majestic
misplaced
misquote
monumental
moonbeam
multitudinous

neglect (noun)
negotiate
obscene
outweigh
overgrowth
overpay
perusal
pious
premeditated
puking
radiance
reliance
savagery
seamy
schoolboy
sportive
submerge
suspicious
undress
unreal
useful
watchdog
worthless
yelping (adjective)

William Shakespeare is thought to have had over 30,000 words in his vocabulary.  It is no surprise then 
that he invented approximately 3,000 new words documented in his various works.  Here are a few:
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IAMBIC PENTAMETER

The majority of Shakespeare’s plays are written in 
the verse form known as iambic pentameter. This 
means that there are five sets of syllables in each 
line and each set contains an unstressed syllable (-
) followed by a stressed syllable (/).  The sound of 
the unstressed syllable followed by the stressed 
syllable has often been said to mimic a heartbeat 
(du-DUM).  Below is an example of iambic 
pentameter from one of Henry’s conversations in 
Act III.

 -  /      -  /     -  /      -  /    -  /  

‘Tis good for men to love their present pains. 

SOLILOQUY

A soliloquy is a dramatic monologue that represents a 
series of unspoken reflections.  In Henry V and other 
Shakespearean plays, these monologues generally occur 
when no other character is on the stage and an actor or 
actress will speak directly to the audience. 

PROLOGUE

At the beginning of the play the Chorus introduces the 
play in the prologue.  This is a separate introductory 
section of a play used to prepare the audience for 
what they are about to experience.  

EPILOGUE

At the end of the play one character or the Chorus 
will return to the stage to wrap up the production.  
The epilogue serves purpose to answer any 
questions that may have been left 

unanswered for the audience.  In Henry V, the 
Chorus concludes the play with an epilogue over 
the five acts.

METAPHOR

Shakespeare used metaphors in his plays to be able to 
indirectly compare things.  A metaphor is used to 
compare two things by using comparisons that are not 
literal.  In Act III, scene iv the Dauphin describes riding 
his horse using a metaphor:

“When I bestride him, I soar, I am a hawk.”

PUN

Even though Henry V is one of Shakespeare’s history 
plays, he uses puns to lighten this battle-heavy text. A 
pun is a word play or joke on the different possible 
meanings of a word.  A pun can also be used comically 
with two words that sound alike but have different 
meanings.

Speaking Shakespeare’s Language
The language Shakespeare uses is not all that different from the language you speak in everyday 
conversation.  Many audiences first hear the language in a Shakespearean play and automatically 
assume it was written in “old English” when in fact, Shakespeare’s English is in the category of 
“modern English,” the same English we use today. 
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O for a Muse of fire, that would ascend
The brightest heaven of invention,
A kingdom for a stage, princes to act
And monarchs to behold the swelling scene!
Then should the warlike Harry, like himself,
Assume the port of Mars; and at his heels,
Leash'd in like hounds, should famine, sword and fire
Crouch for employment. But pardon, and gentles all,
The flat unraised spirits that have dared
On this unworthy scaffold to bring forth
So great an object: can this cockpit hold
The vasty fields of France? or may we cram
Within this wooden O the very casques
That did affright the air at Agincourt?
O, pardon! since a crooked figure may
Attest in little place a million;
And let us, ciphers to this great accompt,
On your imaginary forces work.
Suppose within the girdle of these walls
Are now confined two mighty monarchies,
Whose high upreared and abutting fronts
The perilous narrow ocean parts asunder:
Piece out our imperfections with your thoughts;
Into a thousand parts divide on man,
And make imaginary puissance;
Think when we talk of horses, that you see them
Printing their proud hoofs i' the receiving earth;
For 'tis your thoughts that now must deck our kings,
Carry them here and there; jumping o'er times,
Turning the accomplishment of many years
Into an hour-glass: for the which supply,
Admit me Chorus to this history;
Who prologue-like your humble patience pray,
Gently to hear, kindly to judge, our play.

Let’s take a closer look at a few of the lines of the 
Chorus.  Re-read the underlined lines, then look 
below for an explanation.

The Chorus is telling the audience that the actors 
are merely men creating the scenes on this 
“unworthy scaffold” or the stage.   He asks if 
they can “cram” all the elements of the play into 
this “wooden O” referring to the architecture of 
the Globe theatre (which was round).

The Chorus asks the audience to complete with 
their thoughts what the actors cannot physically 
represent on the stage.  When they see “one man” 
in battle on stage they should instead envision “a 
thousand” men fighting on the fields of France.   

Notice that the Chorus asks the audience kindly 
to “hear” rather than “see” the play—this 
demonstrates  the importance of listening to the 
visual imagery in the language rather than 
watching the spectacle on the stage.  

The Chorus
The Chorus is going to be your narrator throughout your Henry V experience.  Much like AST’s 

production, Elizabethan productions of Henry V would have taken place on a bare stage, with 
only minimal props and costuming pieces.  Without technological advances like elaborate 
scenery or lighting, audience members became collaborators in the production, using their 
imaginations to create the scene. The Prologue is the first time the Chorus appears in Henry V.  
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HISTORIES
Henry V is one of Shakespeare’s chronicle plays.  A chronicle is a set of plays about a subject that happens 
in order of the events that took place.  Think of it as a modern day TV or movie series.  Today, the 
chronicle plays are commonly referred to as a history.  A history play may be less familiar to you than
comedies, romances, or tragedies.  The history play was also less familiar to Shakespeare and his 
audiences because it was invented at the very moment that Shakespeare began working as a playwright.  
The classical tragedies that Shakespeare’s audience would have been familiar with tended to focus on the 

experience of a heroic figure, not a series of events like those associated with Henry V.   Shakespeare’s play 

was inspired by Raphael Holinshed’s Chronicles of England, Scotland, and Ireland (1577) and an anonymous 

play called The Famous Victories of Henry the Fifth (1580s).  

THE HENRIAD
Shakespeare created a mixture of plays about the royal history of King Henry V and his family called the 

Great Tetralogy.  This group of plays includes Richard II; Henry IV, Part I; Henry IV, Part II; and Henry V.  
Today, these plays are referred to as “The Hendriad.”  Shakespeare was interested in how he could not 
only present one piece of history to his audience but an entire timeline.

SALIC LAW
“No woman shall succeed in Salic land” (Bishop of Canterbury)
Under the French Salic Law, a daughter could not inherit the property and entitlements of her father.  
This law applied to all women, even the daughter of a king.  Because Henry V is the great-great-grandson 
of the daughter of a king of France, the French say that his claim on the throne is invalid. Henry seeks 
advice from the Archbishop of Canterbury who informs him that for centuries the French throne has 
been claimed through the female line and it can continue with him.

BATTLE OF AGINCOURT
This is the main battle scene between Henry’s army and 
France in the play.  It takes place on a field between two 
forests near the village of Agincourt, France.  This battle 
was part of a larger series of battles known as the 
Hundred Years War.  England wins the battle, but it 
does not end the overall war. 

Important History Explained
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There are 46 minor roles in Henry V. Commonly in Elizabethan theatre one actor would have played 
multiple roles.  If each actor had two roles, a production would still need 23 actors to perform them 
all.  However, for most productions this would not have been possible because an abundance of 
actors was not common in Elizabethan England.  When an actor plays more than one role it is 

called doubling.  In our production of Henry V, you will see doubling used often.  

We have six actors for the 46 roles, therefore it is important that you do not only rely on only your 
eyes to determine which actor is playing which character. Instead, you need to be like the 
Elizabethan audience and rely on the lines that you hear.  Listen to the lines that the actors say and 
the accents they use to help you!

About the Production

In the Elizabethan 
theatre, women were 
permitted on stage.  
Every part in a play, 
whether male or 
female, was played by 
a male actor.  
Remember this as you 

are listening to and 
watching our 
production!
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Before the Show:  

Henry V is judged harshly for his past.  Who judges him and why do they judge him in such a manner?

What is doubling?

What is the Salic Law and why is it important?

After the Show:  

How well did you understand the play?

Who was your favorite character and why?

Did the Chorus help you to prepare for each act?

What was your favorite scene and why?

Further Questions:

What effects do Henry’s speeches have throughout the play?  Choose one speech to focus on.  Write about 
the impact of this speech to his audience.

Choose one of the Chorus’ soliloquies. What was he trying to present to the audience?  How did he use his 
soliloquy to do this?

Choose one of the following themes in the play to focus on: order and disorder, war, or leadership.  How 
did Shakespeare create this theme?  Use 3 examples from the play.

To Think About
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• Arrive a few minutes early so that you can enjoy the full theatre experience!

• Please turn off your cell phone and do not text during the show.

• Please do not talk during the performance.  Intermission is a great time to talk to your 
friends about the show, so try to save your comments until then.  

• Please do not eat or drink during the performance.  

• Please keep your feet on the floor (not on the chairs).  

• Please stay seated until intermission or the end of the play.

• Please come back with a friend!   Seeing a play is even more fun when you have someone to 
share it with!

Remember...

Live theatre is very different than the movies. A play changes with every 
performance because every show has a new audience and new possibilities. The 

performance you will see of Dracula is unique and special and will never be the same. 
Please enjoy this experience to the fullest, and try your best not to distract our 
actors or anyone around you.

Theatre Etiquette
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Founded in 2006, The Arkansas Shakespeare Theatre produces a repertory of family-friendly 
professional productions each summer in Conway. With our missions of artistic excellence, 
educational opportunities, and community outreach, the Arkansas Shakespeare Theatre adds 
something unique in our region and provides thousands of families with a one-of-a-kind experience 
in a world-class facility.

After 3 seasons of outstanding theatre, education, and outreach opportunities, over 10,000 tickets 
sold to date, over 1000 tickets given away to local students and charities, over 75 intern 
scholarships created, and over 150 theatre artists hired from all over the country, 2010 Promises 
even more firsts for this one-of-a-kind festival, and we hope to see you again (and again and 
again!). For this theatre to most effectively serve our community, we need to represent our 
community! Become a part of this exciting experiment as a board member, volunteer, season 
ticket holder, member, or patron.  Thank you for supporting your local theatre!

For more details and information about The Arkansas 
Shakespeare Theatre, please visit our website:

http://www.arkshakes.com/

About the Arkansas Shakespeare 
Theatre
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