
Module B: Critical Study of Literature 

Annotated Essay: King Henry IV Part 1 
Question: In what ways is this closing scene an effective resolution to the dramatic tensions 
explored in Shakespeare's King Henry IV Part 1? 

 

Structural Overview 
The full text is attached at the bottom. Before diving into line by line annotations, I want to 
outline the architecture of this essay and why it works for Module B specifically. 

Module B demands a "critical study" that demonstrates personal engagement with the text's 
"textual integrity," meaning how its parts cohere into a meaningful whole. The question asks 
about "effective resolution," which I interpret not as "complete closure" but as "dramatically 
satisfying transformation of tensions." This interpretation shapes everything. 

Structure: 

1.​ Introduction: Establishes generic hybridity as the play's governing principle; argues 
resolution works through synthesis not suppression 

2.​ Body 1: Legitimacy and rebellion; how the closing scene addresses the play's 
political tensions 

3.​ Body 2: Hal's redemptive arc; how the closing scene completes his transformation 
4.​ Body 3: Comic and historical registers; how carnivalesque values are translated into 

governance 
5.​ Conclusion: Synthesis thesis restated; tensions transformed not dissolved 

Each body paragraph follows the same internal logic: establish the tension as it appeared 
earlier in the play, then demonstrate how the closing scene resolves or transforms it through 
close analysis of the extract. This creates cohesion while allowing sustained engagement 
with the prescribed passage. 

 

Introduction: Line by Line Annotations 
 

"Shakespeare's King Henry IV Part One (1597) is an amalgam of genres: a 
melting pot of tragedy, history, and most audaciously, comedy." 



I open by immediately establishing generic hybridity as my critical lens. The colon followed 
by "a melting pot" provides apposition that elaborates the claim. "Most audaciously, comedy" 
positions comedy as the unexpected element, since audiences might expect history plays to 
be serious. This sets up my argument that the play's resolution must address how these 
genres interact. 

The word "audaciously" carries evaluative weight appropriate for Module B, signalling my 
personal engagement with why the play matters. 

 

"As mere names on the pages of Holinshed's Chronicles find life upon 
Shakespeare's stage, archetypal characters are enveloped in complexity amidst 
a world of ideological flux" 

This sentence does several things simultaneously. First, it acknowledges Shakespeare's 
source material (Holinshed's Chronicles), demonstrating contextual knowledge about how 
Renaissance dramatists worked with historical sources. Second, the contrast between "mere 
names" and "life upon Shakespeare's stage" emphasises Shakespeare's transformative 
artistry, his capacity to animate historical record into dramatic character. 

"Archetypal characters enveloped in complexity" suggests that figures like the Prodigal Son 
(Hal), the Lord of Misrule (Falstaff), and the Usurper King (Henry) transcend their archetypal 
origins through Shakespeare's psychological depth. "Ideological flux" references the play's 
historical moment: the transition from mediaeval to Renaissance worldviews, from feudal to 
proto capitalist economics, from Catholic to Protestant theology. 

 

"where radiant Renaissance ideals illuminate even as they mourn the loss of 
mediaeval frameworks" 

This phrase captures the play's temporal liminality. Renaissance humanism (with its 
emphasis on individual agency, secular achievement, and rhetorical skill) is "radiant," but the 
play also "mourns" what has been lost: the mediaeval world's stable hierarchies, its 
confidence in divine order, its chivalric codes. Hotspur embodies this mourning; his 
obsession with "honour" represents a chivalric ideal already becoming anachronistic. The 
chiasmic structure ("radiant... illuminate" / "mourn... loss") enacts the tension it describes. 

 

"The closing scene, wherein Hal disposes of the captured Douglas 'ransomless 
and free' while the King divides his forces against remaining rebels, achieves 
effective resolution not through closure but through synthesis" 

Here I directly address the question by summarising the extract's content and offering my 
thesis about how resolution works. "Not through closure but through synthesis" is the essay's 
governing argument: effective resolution does not mean tying up loose ends but rather 
demonstrating how competing elements can coexist. 



I embed the quote "ransomless and free" immediately to signal close engagement with the 
prescribed passage. This phrase will recur throughout the essay, accumulating meaning 
each time. 

 

"the generic hybridity that has characterised the drama finds its apotheosis in a 
moment that is simultaneously political settlement and theatrical performance" 

"Apotheosis" (the highest point of development) suggests the closing scene represents the 
play's generic experiment at its most successful. "Simultaneously political settlement and 
theatrical performance" captures the dual nature of the scene: it resolves plot (political 
settlement) while also demonstrating the performative nature of kingship (theatrical 
performance). This connects to the metatheatricality that runs throughout the play. 

 

"Through the resolution of tensions surrounding legitimacy and rebellion, the 
completion of Hal's redemptive arc from 'madcap Prince' to princely statesman, 
and the strategic integration of comic and historical registers, Shakespeare 
demonstrates that effective governance requires not the suppression of 
competing worlds but their careful orchestration." 

This is my thesis statement, previewing the three body paragraphs. I use a tricolon structure 
(legitimacy/rebellion, Hal's arc, comic/historical registers) that creates rhetorical momentum. 
The embedded quote "madcap Prince" comes from the play itself, grounding the thesis in 
textual evidence. 

The final clause, "effective governance requires not the suppression of competing worlds but 
their careful orchestration," articulates both a reading of the play and an implicit political 
philosophy. This is my "personal voice": I am arguing that Shakespeare endorses a model of 
rule that synthesises rather than excludes. 

 

"The closing scene does not end the play's tensions so much as transform 
them, revealing Shakespeare's profound understanding that in politics, as in 
theatre, resolution is always provisional, always performed." 

This sentence states my interpretive position explicitly. "Transform" rather than "end" 
suggests dynamic rather than static resolution. The parallel "in politics, as in theatre" 
reinforces the metatheatrical reading while also suggesting the play has something to teach 
us about governance beyond the stage. 

"Always provisional, always performed" uses epistrophe (repetition of "always") to 
emphasise the ongoing, unfinished nature of political order. This prepares for my argument 
that the play's "resolution" actually points towards Part Two. 

 



Body Paragraph 1: Legitimacy and Rebellion 
 

"The closing scene effectively resolves the play's central tension surrounding 
political legitimacy and rebellion by demonstrating that royal authority, once 
fractured by usurpation, can be reconstituted through martial victory and 
merciful governance." 

This topic sentence directly addresses the question ("effectively resolves") while specifying 
which tension I will discuss (legitimacy and rebellion). The phrase "once fractured by 
usurpation" acknowledges the play's backstory: Henry IV seized the crown from Richard II, 
and this original sin haunts his reign. 

"Reconstituted through martial victory and merciful governance" previews my argument 
about what happens in the closing scene: military success at Shrewsbury plus Hal's merciful 
treatment of Douglas together restore royal authority. 

 

"King Henry's opening soliloquy established a kingdom 'so shaken' and 'wan 
with care,' its monarch haunted by the 'guilt' of having seized the crown from 
Richard II" 

I begin by establishing the tension as it appeared at the play's opening. The embedded 
quotes ("so shaken," "wan with care") come from Act 1 Scene 1, grounding my claim in 
textual evidence. By noting that Henry is "haunted by guilt," I acknowledge the psychological 
dimension of the legitimacy crisis: it is not merely political but personal. 

 

"desperate to unite his fractured realm through crusade 'under whose blessed 
cross / We are impressed and engaged to fight'" 

The crusade motif is crucial contextually. Crusade offered mediaeval and early modern 
monarchs a way to redirect internal conflict outward, uniting fractious nobles against a 
common enemy. Henry's desire for crusade thus represents his awareness that his kingdom 
needs external focus to prevent civil war. The quote demonstrates the religious language 
Henry employs: "blessed cross" appeals to divine sanction he desperately needs given his 
illegitimate seizure of power. 

 

"Yet this aspiration was immediately undermined by news of rebellion: 
Glendower's Welsh insurgency, Hotspur's Scottish prisoners, Mortimer's 
capture." 

This tricolon ("Glendower's... Hotspur's... Mortimer's") efficiently summarises the multiple 
rebellions that prevented Henry's crusade. The sentence's structure enacts the 



"undermining": the aspiration comes first, then "Yet" signals reversal, then the accumulated 
rebellions overwhelm the initial hope. This is close reading at the level of syntax. 

 

"The play's dramatic arc traced the kingdom's descent into civil war, culminating 
at Shrewsbury where, as the King grimly acknowledged, 'rebellion in this land' 
threatened to overwhelm Lancastrian rule entirely." 

"Dramatic arc" is a technical term that signals awareness of the play's structure as a unified 
artistic whole (textual integrity). By embedding the quote "rebellion in this land," I connect to 
the extract, where the same phrase appears in Henry's closing couplet. This creates internal 
echo, demonstrating how Shakespeare uses verbal repetition to create structural cohesion. 

 

"The closing scene resolves this tension through Henry's declarative couplet: 
'Rebellion in this land shall lose his sway, / Meeting the check of such another 
day.'" 

Now I turn to the extract itself. By calling the couplet "declarative," I emphasise its speech 
act dimension: Henry is not merely describing but proclaiming, performing the restoration of 
order through royal utterance. 

 

"The rhyming couplet, with its formal closure and proverbial confidence, 
performs the restoration of order through poetic form itself." 

This is a key insight about the relationship between form and content. The rhyming couplet is 
a micro technique: at the level of prosody, it creates closure, finality, resolution. Shakespeare 
often uses couplets to end scenes or plays, and here the form enacts the meaning. 
"Proverbial confidence" suggests Henry speaks with the authority of received wisdom, as if 
his victory were inevitable, natural, ordained. 

 

"Yet Shakespeare's resolution is characteristically nuanced: the King 
immediately announces that forces must be divided" 

"Characteristically nuanced" is evaluative language appropriate for Module B, signalling my 
appreciation of Shakespeare's artistic sophistication. The word "Yet" performs the very 
nuance I am describing: the couplet seemed final, but immediately Shakespeare complicates 
it. 

 

"with John and Westmoreland marching 'towards York' against 'Northumberland 
and the prelate Scroop' while he and Hal proceed 'towards Wales / To fight with 
Glendower and the Earl of March'" 



I embed multiple quotes from the extract here to demonstrate close engagement with the 
passage. The geographical dispersal (York, Wales) emphasises that rebellion is not localised 
but nationwide. "Northumberland and the prelate Scroop" names specific enemies, 
reminding us that Shrewsbury was one battle, not the war's end. 

 

"The phrase 'since this business so fair is done, / Let us not leave till all our own 
be won' acknowledges that Shrewsbury represents not final victory but a single 
'check' against ongoing rebellion." 

By quoting the King's final couplet and glossing it, I show how Shakespeare builds 
provisionality into what might have seemed like complete resolution. "Check" (which I borrow 
from the earlier line about rebellion "meeting the check") is a chess metaphor: a check 
threatens the king but does not end the game. The war continues. 

 

"This provisionality renders the resolution effective precisely because it refuses 
false completeness" 

This is a crucial interpretive move. I am arguing that effective resolution does not require 
closure. A less sophisticated reading might see the ongoing rebellions as a failure to resolve; 
I reframe them as artistically appropriate. This demonstrates the "personal, informed 
interpretation" Module B demands. 

 

"in a world where legitimacy was 'snatched' by Bolingbroke as surely as the 
'purse of gold' was snatched at Gad's Hill, stability must be perpetually earned 
rather than definitively established" 

This sentence makes an intertextual connection within the play. Gad's Hill is the comic 
robbery scene where Falstaff and his companions steal gold, then are robbed in turn by Hal 
and Poins. By connecting this to the "snatching" of the crown, I suggest that the comic 
subplot mirrors and comments on the historical plot. Legitimacy and property are both 
subject to seizure; both require defence. 

 

"Shakespeare thus addresses Elizabethan anxieties about succession, where 
Queen Elizabeth's lack of an heir generated profound uncertainty, by suggesting 
that political order is an ongoing performance rather than a settled inheritance." 

This sentence explicitly addresses context. Elizabeth I had no children and refused to name 
an heir; her subjects genuinely did not know who would rule after her death (she died in 
1603, and the transition to James I was uncertain until the last moment). Shakespeare wrote 
the play around 1597, near the end of Elizabeth's reign, when these anxieties were acute. 



"Ongoing performance rather than settled inheritance" connects political context to my thesis 
about performativity. The play does not offer Elizabethans reassurance that succession is 
stable; instead, it suggests that order must be actively maintained. 

 

Body Paragraph 2: Hal's Redemptive Arc 
 

"More significantly, the closing scene achieves effective resolution by completing 
Hal's transformation from tavern reveller to princely statesman" 

The transition "More significantly" signals a progression in my argument: I am moving from 
political tensions (important) to Hal's personal arc (more important, because Hal is the play's 
protagonist). This creates hierarchy among my claims. 

 

"fulfilling the proleptic promise of his 'I know you all' soliloquy while 
demonstrating that his education in both worlds has produced a ruler capable of 
synthesising their virtues" 

"Proleptic" means anticipatory, foreshadowing. Hal's soliloquy in Act 1 Scene 2 announced 
his plan to reform; the closing scene fulfils that promise. This is textual integrity: the ending 
completes what the beginning set up. 

"Synthesising their virtues" restates my thesis about integration rather than suppression. Hal 
does not simply abandon the tavern for the court; he brings lessons from both. 

 

"Hal's metatheatrical declaration that he would 'imitate the sun' by permitting 
'base contagious clouds / To smother up his beauty from the world' established 
his time among Falstaff's 'unrestrained loose companions' as strategic 
preparation rather than genuine dissolution." 

The "imitate the sun" metaphor is one of Hal's most famous speeches. It is "metatheatrical" 
because Hal explicitly describes his life as a performance, a role he is playing for strategic 
effect. The sun imagery connects to royalty (the monarch as sun) and to theatrical spectacle 
(emergence from clouds as dramatic reveal). 

"Strategic preparation rather than genuine dissolution" rejects the reading of Hal as 
genuinely dissolute. Some critics argue Hal is coldly manipulative; others argue he genuinely 
enjoys the tavern. I take a middle position: his tavern time serves a purpose, but that does 
not mean it is merely cynical. 

 



"The play extempore, wherein Hal rehearsed kingship with 'this cushion my 
crown,' revealed that sovereignty is performed rather than inherent, that one 
must learn to 'speak like a king' before assuming the throne." 

The "play extempore" (Act 2 Scene 4) is one of the most metatheatrical moments in all of 
Shakespeare: characters within the play put on a play within the play. Hal and Falstaff take 
turns playing the King and Prince, rehearsing the confrontation that will happen seriously in 
Act 3 Scene 2. 

"This cushion my crown" is a prop detail that emphasises the makeshift, improvisational 
nature of the performance. Kingship can be simulated with a cushion; its symbols are 
transferable. This connects to new historicist readings of the play that emphasise how power 
depends on performance and representation. 

 

"At Shrewsbury, Hal redeemed his 'lost opinion' by saving his father from 
Douglas and slaying Hotspur, appropriating his rival's 'budding honours' through 
martial prowess." 

This sentence summarises Act 5 Scene 4, the climactic battle. "Lost opinion" quotes Hal's 
own phrase for his damaged reputation. "Budding honours" quotes Hal's speech over 
Hotspur's body. By using Hal's own language, I emphasise that he is self conscious about 
honour as something won, transferred, accumulated. 

 

"The closing scene completes this arc through Hal's disposal of Douglas, a 
sequence that demonstrates his mastery of princely conduct." 

Now I transition to the extract. "Mastery of princely conduct" suggests Hal has learned not 
just fighting skills but the ceremonial and diplomatic dimensions of rule. 

 

"He requests permission with proper deference: 'At my tent / The Douglas is, 
and I beseech your grace / I may dispose of him.'" 

Close reading of this quote: Hal does not simply release Douglas; he first asks the King's 
permission. "I beseech your grace" is formally deferential, acknowledging paternal and royal 
authority. This contrasts with Hotspur's impetuous defiance of the King throughout the play. 
Hal has learned when to submit as well as when to act. 

 

"The King's response, 'With all my heart,' grants not merely permission but 
paternal approval, the reconciliation that Hal's earlier 'I shall hereafter... / Be 
more myself' promised." 



"With all my heart" is a brief phrase that carries enormous emotional weight. After the 
estrangement that dominated Acts 1 through 3, father and son are reconciled. The King's 
"heart" (emotion, affection) aligns with his "grace" (authority, office). Personal and political 
unite. 

 

"Hal then delegates the 'honourable bounty' to Lancaster, distributing honour 
rather than hoarding it, transforming Douglas's 'valours shown upon our crests 
today' into an opportunity for familial bonding." 

This is crucial: Hal does not keep the honour of releasing Douglas for himself. He gives it to 
his younger brother John. This demonstrates magnanimity and political wisdom: 
strengthening familial ties, distributing favour, building loyalty. "Distributing honour rather 
than hoarding it" contrasts with Hotspur, who wanted to monopolise honour. 

 

"The justification he offers, that such 'high deeds' must be cherished 'even in the 
bosom of our adversaries,' partakes of both Machiavellian calculation, since 
releasing Douglas without ransom may secure future alliance, and genuine 
magnanimity that echoes Falstaff's expansive humanity." 

I offer two readings of Hal's justification, acknowledging interpretive complexity. The 
Machiavellian reading: Hal is being strategically generous to secure Scottish alliance. The 
humanist reading: Hal genuinely admires Douglas's valour and believes in honouring 
courage wherever it appears. "Falstaff's expansive humanity" connects this moment to the 
comic world: Falstaff too was generous (with other people's money), warm, inclusive. 

 

"Hal has learned from both worlds: from the tavern, improvisational wit and the 
ability to 'drink with any tinker in his own language'; from the court, ceremonial 
propriety and strategic distribution of favour." 

This sentence explicitly states my synthesis argument. The embedded quote about drinking 
with tinkers comes from Hal's own boast in Act 2 Scene 4. He can code switch, speaking the 
language of commoners and nobles alike. This sociolinguistic flexibility is precisely what his 
father, trapped in elevated diction, lacks. 

 

"The resolution is effective because it shows Hal no longer choosing between 
carnival and court but integrating them into what Robert Weiss terms a 'true 
synthesising Elizabethan genius.'" 

I invoke Robert Weiss as scholarly support for my reading. The phrase "synthesising 
Elizabethan genius" captures Hal's ability to unite competing values. The word "genius" in its 
Renaissance sense meant characteristic spirit; Hal embodies the Elizabethan ideal of the 
complete man, skilled in war and peace, serious and playful. 



 

Body Paragraph 3: Comic and Historical Registers 
 

"Finally, the closing scene resolves the tension between the play's comic and 
historical registers by strategically incorporating carnivalesque values into the 
grammar of governance while acknowledging that festive excess must yield to 
political responsibility." 

The transition "Finally" signals my third and last major claim. "Comic and historical registers" 
names the tension explicitly: the play oscillates between tavern prose and court verse, 
between Falstaff's jests and Henry's solemnities. 

"Carnivalesque values into the grammar of governance" is a densely theoretical phrase. It 
suggests that the comic world's values (generosity, festivity, inversion) can be translated into 
the language of rule. "Grammar" implies systematic structure; governance has its own 
syntax, and carnivalesque values can be incorporated into it. 

 

"Throughout the drama, Falstaff functioned as what Bakhtin identifies as the 
carnivalesque force" 

Mikhail Bakhtin's theory of the carnivalesque (developed in Rabelais and His World, 1965) 
provides my theoretical framework for understanding Falstaff. The carnivalesque is the 
temporary suspension of hierarchy, the triumph of the bodily and festive over the official and 
serious. Bakhtin saw carnival as a space where the powerless could mock the powerful, 
where the "lower bodily stratum" (eating, drinking, sex) took precedence over the "upper" 
faculties of reason and authority. 

 

"his Rabelaisian corpulence, 'a plague of sighing and grief' that 'blows a man up 
like a bladder,' embodied meaning's collapse, subverting the state's failure to 
unite abstract strictures with human realities" 

The quote about fatness comes from Act 2 Scene 4. "Rabelaisian" connects Falstaff to 
François Rabelais, the French Renaissance writer whose grotesque giants Gargantua and 
Pantagruel epitomise Bakhtin's carnivalesque. Falstaff's body, enormous and excessive, 
refuses the discipline that political order demands. 

"Meaning's collapse" refers to how Falstaff's wit destabilises categories. When he claims his 
fatness results from "sighing and grief" (absurdly inverting the expected causation), he 
parodies the rhetoric of sentiment. Nothing means what it should in his presence. 

 



"His catechism on honour, wherein he dismissed that 'word' as mere 'air,' offered 
an antinomian counterpoint to Hotspur's chivalric obsession with 'bright honour' 
plucked 'from the pale faced moon.'" 

Falstaff's "catechism on honour" (Act 5 Scene 1) is one of the play's most famous speeches. 
He asks what honour is, answers that it is a "word," asks what that word is, answers "air." 
This radical deflation contrasts with Hotspur's hyperbolic claims about honour. "Antinomian" 
means rejecting conventional moral law; Falstaff's ethics are situational, self serving, 
pragmatic. 

 

"The tavern's heteroglossia, its mixture of 'velvet' courtiers and 'tattered 
prodigals,' defied singular English identity, evoking through Bakhtinian terms the 
'plebeian culture' that resisted official history's impositions." 

"Heteroglossia" is another Bakhtinian term: the presence of multiple voices, languages, and 
social registers within a single text. The tavern contains people from all social classes, 
speaking in different idioms. This multiplicity resists the court's monologic authority, its 
attempt to speak with one unified voice. 

 

"Falstaff's conspicuous absence from the closing scene constitutes a structural 
silence that speaks to the nature of effective resolution in a generically hybrid 
play." 

This is a crucial observation. Falstaff does not appear in Act 5 Scene 5 at all. His last 
appearance was in Scene 4, claiming credit for killing Hotspur. His absence from the 
resolution is significant: it signals that the closing scene operates in the historical register, 
not the comic one. 

"Structural silence" is my phrase for meaningful absence. What is not present can be as 
significant as what is. 

 

"He does not appear because the scene belongs to the historical register: formal 
verse, military dispositions, royal pronouncements." 

This sentence explains Falstaff's absence generically. The closing scene is written in verse 
(unlike the prose tavern scenes), concerns military strategy (unlike the festive chaos of 
Eastcheap), and features royal speech acts (unlike Falstaff's parodies of authority). 

 

"Yet his values are not rejected but translated." 



"Yet" performs the turn: I am not arguing that the comic world is simply excluded. 
"Translated" suggests transformation rather than suppression; carnivalesque values persist 
but in a different form. 

 

"Hal's mercy towards Douglas exceeds strict political necessity; it partakes of 
Falstaffian generosity while being expressed through courtly language." 

This is the key interpretive move of the paragraph. Releasing Douglas without ransom is not 
required by any code; it is an act of grace that goes beyond what politics demands. This 
excess, this generosity beyond necessity, recalls Falstaff's world of abundance. But it is 
expressed through "courtly language": formal, deferential, ceremonial. 

 

"The act of releasing a prisoner 'ransomless and free' recalls the tavern's ethic 
of abundance, its refusal of strict accounting, even as it serves dynastic 
purposes." 

"Ransomless and free" is the extract's most resonant phrase. I connect it to the tavern's 
economics: Falstaff never pays his debts, never counts the cost, lives on credit and 
generosity. Hal's treatment of Douglas participates in this ethic while also serving "dynastic 
purposes": building alliance, displaying magnanimity, projecting power. 

 

"Lancaster's efficient acceptance, 'I thank your grace for this high courtesy, / 
Which I shall give away immediately,' completes the transaction with the brisk 
economy of someone who understands that honour, like the 'sack' Falstaff 
endlessly consumes, circulates through exchange." 

Lancaster's response is notably brief and efficient: he accepts the honour and promises to 
distribute it immediately. This contrasts with Falstaff's prolixity. Yet I connect honour to "sack" 
(Falstaff's drink of choice) to suggest that both circulate, are exchanged, flow through social 
networks. Honour is not hoarded but given away, just as sack is endlessly consumed and 
replenished. 

 

"The resolution is effective because it demonstrates that comic values need not 
be abandoned when one assumes power; rather, they can be selectively 
incorporated, their subversive energies channelled into acts of state." 

This is my concluding claim for the paragraph. "Selectively incorporated" acknowledges that 
not all of Falstaff's values survive: his cowardice, his lying, his exploitation will be rejected in 
Part Two. But his generosity, his capacity for human connection, his refusal of rigid 
accounting, these can be "channelled into acts of state." 

 



"Shakespeare refuses the mediaeval binary demanding carnival's suppression; 
instead, Hal's closing actions suggest that governance requires knowing when 
to inhabit which register, holding both worlds in dynamic equilibrium." 

"Mediaeval binary" refers to the traditional view that carnival must give way to Lent, festivity 
to discipline. Shakespeare's play, I argue, refuses this simple opposition. Effective rule 
requires moving between registers, knowing when to be serious and when to be generous. 

 

Conclusion Annotations 
 

"The closing scene of King Henry IV Part One thus achieves effective resolution 
through synthesis rather than suppression, through performance rather than 
finality." 

The conclusion restates my thesis using parallel structure: "synthesis rather than 
suppression," "performance rather than finality." The repetition of "rather than" emphasises 
what my reading rejects (closure, finality, suppression) and what it embraces (synthesis, 
performance, transformation). 

 

"Hal emerges as Harold Bloom's 'most vivid representation of secular charisma,' 
having learned from tavern and court alike that kingship is theatre, legitimacy is 
earned, and rule requires the orchestration of competing voices rather than their 
silencing." 

I invoke Harold Bloom, one of the most influential Shakespeare critics, to support my reading 
of Hal. "Secular charisma" captures Hal's appeal: he is magnetic, compelling, attractive, but 
without religious sanction. His legitimacy comes from performance, not divine right. 

The tricolon "kingship is theatre, legitimacy is earned, rule requires orchestration" 
summarises the essay's argument in three parallel clauses, creating memorable closure. 

 

"The tensions that animated the play, between rebellion and order, comedy and 
history, carnival and Lent, are not dissolved but transformed into the very 
substance of effective governance, ready to be reconfigured when the curtain 
rises again." 

The final sentence acknowledges that the play is Part One: there is more to come. "Ready to 
be reconfigured when the curtain rises again" is a metatheatrical flourish, reminding us that 
the play exists within a larger dramatic sequence. The tensions are not resolved finally; they 
will return in Part Two (and in Henry V). But for this play, they have been transformed, and 
that transformation constitutes effective resolution. 



 

Full Text 
 
 
Shakespeare's King Henry IV Part One (1597) is an amalgam of genres: a melting pot of 
tragedy, history, and most audaciously, comedy. As mere names on the pages of Holinshed's 
Chronicles find life upon Shakespeare's stage, archetypal characters are enveloped in 
complexity amidst a world of ideological flux, where radiant Renaissance ideals illuminate 
even as they mourn the loss of mediaeval frameworks. The closing scene, wherein Hal 
disposes of the captured Douglas "ransomless and free" while the King divides his forces 
against remaining rebels, achieves effective resolution not through closure but through 
synthesis: the generic hybridity that has characterised the drama finds its apotheosis in a 
moment that is simultaneously political settlement and theatrical performance. Through the 
resolution of tensions surrounding legitimacy and rebellion, the completion of Hal's 
redemptive arc from "madcap Prince" to princely statesman, and the strategic integration of 
comic and historical registers, Shakespeare demonstrates that effective governance requires 
not the suppression of competing worlds but their careful orchestration. The closing scene 
does not end the play's tensions so much as transform them, revealing Shakespeare's 
profound understanding that in politics, as in theatre, resolution is always provisional, always 
performed. 
 
 
The closing scene effectively resolves the play's central tension surrounding political 
legitimacy and rebellion by demonstrating that royal authority, once fractured by usurpation, 
can be reconstituted through martial victory and merciful governance. King Henry's opening 
soliloquy established a kingdom "so shaken" and "wan with care," its monarch haunted by 
the "guilt" of having seized the crown from Richard II, desperate to unite his fractured realm 
through crusade "under whose blessed cross / We are impressed and engaged to fight." Yet 
this aspiration was immediately undermined by news of rebellion: Glendower's Welsh 
insurgency, Hotspur's Scottish prisoners, Mortimer's capture. The play's dramatic arc traced 
the kingdom's descent into civil war, culminating at Shrewsbury where, as the King grimly 
acknowledged, "rebellion in this land" threatened to overwhelm Lancastrian rule entirely. The 
closing scene resolves this tension through Henry's declarative couplet: "Rebellion in this 
land shall lose his sway, / Meeting the check of such another day." The rhyming couplet, with 
its formal closure and proverbial confidence, performs the restoration of order through poetic 
form itself. Yet Shakespeare's resolution is characteristically nuanced: the King immediately 
announces that forces must be divided, with John and Westmoreland marching "towards 
York" against "Northumberland and the prelate Scroop" while he and Hal proceed "towards 
Wales / To fight with Glendower and the Earl of March." The phrase "since this business so 
fair is done, / Let us not leave till all our own be won" acknowledges that Shrewsbury 
represents not final victory but a single "check" against ongoing rebellion. This provisionality 
renders the resolution effective precisely because it refuses false completeness; in a world 
where legitimacy was "snatched" by Bolingbroke as surely as the "purse of gold" was 
snatched at Gad's Hill, stability must be perpetually earned rather than definitively 
established. Shakespeare thus addresses Elizabethan anxieties about succession, where 



Queen Elizabeth's lack of an heir generated profound uncertainty, by suggesting that political 
order is an ongoing performance rather than a settled inheritance. 
 
 
More significantly, the closing scene achieves effective resolution by completing Hal's 
transformation from tavern reveller to princely statesman, fulfilling the proleptic promise of 
his "I know you all" soliloquy while demonstrating that his education in both worlds has 
produced a ruler capable of synthesising their virtues. Hal's metatheatrical declaration that 
he would "imitate the sun" by permitting "base contagious clouds / To smother up his beauty 
from the world" established his time among Falstaff's "unrestrained loose companions" as 
strategic preparation rather than genuine dissolution. The play extempore, wherein Hal 
rehearsed kingship with "this cushion my crown," revealed that sovereignty is performed 
rather than inherent, that one must learn to "speak like a king" before assuming the throne. 
At Shrewsbury, Hal redeemed his "lost opinion" by saving his father from Douglas and 
slaying Hotspur, appropriating his rival's "budding honours" through martial prowess. The 
closing scene completes this arc through Hal's disposal of Douglas, a sequence that 
demonstrates his mastery of princely conduct. He requests permission with proper 
deference: "At my tent / The Douglas is, and I beseech your grace / I may dispose of him." 
The King's response, "With all my heart," grants not merely permission but paternal 
approval, the reconciliation that Hal's earlier "I shall hereafter... / Be more myself" promised. 
Hal then delegates the "honourable bounty" to Lancaster, distributing honour rather than 
hoarding it, transforming Douglas's "valours shown upon our crests today" into an 
opportunity for familial bonding. The justification he offers, that such "high deeds" must be 
cherished "even in the bosom of our adversaries," partakes of both Machiavellian 
calculation, since releasing Douglas without ransom may secure future alliance, and genuine 
magnanimity that echoes Falstaff's expansive humanity. Hal has learned from both worlds: 
from the tavern, improvisational wit and the ability to "drink with any tinker in his own 
language"; from the court, ceremonial propriety and strategic distribution of favour. The 
resolution is effective because it shows Hal no longer choosing between carnival and court 
but integrating them into what Robert Weiss terms a "true synthesising Elizabethan genius." 
 
 
Finally, the closing scene resolves the tension between the play's comic and historical 
registers by strategically incorporating carnivalesque values into the grammar of governance 
while acknowledging that festive excess must yield to political responsibility. Throughout the 
drama, Falstaff functioned as what Bakhtin identifies as the carnivalesque force: his 
Rabelaisian corpulence, "a plague of sighing and grief" that "blows a man up like a bladder," 
embodied meaning's collapse, subverting the state's failure to unite abstract strictures with 
human realities. His catechism on honour, wherein he dismissed that "word" as mere "air," 
offered an antinomian counterpoint to Hotspur's chivalric obsession with "bright honour" 
plucked "from the pale faced moon." The tavern's heteroglossia, its mixture of "velvet" 
courtiers and "tattered prodigals," defied singular English identity, evoking through 
Bakhtinian terms the "plebeian culture" that resisted official history's impositions. Falstaff's 
conspicuous absence from the closing scene constitutes a structural silence that speaks to 
the nature of effective resolution in a generically hybrid play. He does not appear because 
the scene belongs to the historical register: formal verse, military dispositions, royal 
pronouncements. Yet his values are not rejected but translated. Hal's mercy towards 
Douglas exceeds strict political necessity; it partakes of Falstaffian generosity while being 



expressed through courtly language. The act of releasing a prisoner "ransomless and free" 
recalls the tavern's ethic of abundance, its refusal of strict accounting, even as it serves 
dynastic purposes. Lancaster's efficient acceptance, "I thank your grace for this high 
courtesy, / Which I shall give away immediately," completes the transaction with the brisk 
economy of someone who understands that honour, like the "sack" Falstaff endlessly 
consumes, circulates through exchange. The resolution is effective because it demonstrates 
that comic values need not be abandoned when one assumes power; rather, they can be 
selectively incorporated, their subversive energies channelled into acts of state. 
Shakespeare refuses the mediaeval binary demanding carnival's suppression; instead, Hal's 
closing actions suggest that governance requires knowing when to inhabit which register, 
holding both worlds in dynamic equilibrium. 
 
 
The closing scene of King Henry IV Part One thus achieves effective resolution through 
synthesis rather than suppression, through performance rather than finality. Hal emerges as 
Harold Bloom's "most vivid representation of secular charisma," having learned from tavern 
and court alike that kingship is theatre, legitimacy is earned, and rule requires the 
orchestration of competing voices rather than their silencing. The tensions that animated the 
play, between rebellion and order, comedy and history, carnival and Lent, are not dissolved 
but transformed into the very substance of effective governance, ready to be reconfigured 
when the curtain rises again. 
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