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Maternal Instincts: Falstaff as a

Mother Figure in Henry IV, Part I

Mother figures do not come on stage very often in the Shakespearean catalogue, so they are noticeable when they appear. At first glance, Henry IV, Part I resembles most Shakespearean plays: devoid of maternity. A result of either the trouble of finding young boys to play female roles, a general misogyny on the part of the playwright or an adherence to a mother’s status in the Renaissance social structure, the play has no female parent. This is not uncommon for the Bard. My count of the dramatis personae of his 37 plays revealed that of the 747 characters that Shakespeare gives a name or a landed title, 23 had mothers. Ninety had fathers. Clearly, Shakespeare puts little emphasis on his characters’ mother as a matter of convention. However, Henry IV, Part I sets itself apart from the others for its focus on a non-title character. Many readers agree this play chronicles the life of the prince who will become Henry V significantly more than the history of King Henry IV. Many readers interpret this play as the story of a roguish prince who shook off childish antics to follow his father in the line of succession. If this play breaks with convention in its focus on a non-title character, perhaps it is also unique in its creation of a different kind of maternal figure. I contend this play is more than the story of a transformation in Hal, from rejecting to embracing his birthright. I see the story of a child torn between the two polar examples of adulthood that all children experience. Hal exhibits the conflict within every child: will I grow up to be my father or my father?

Of course, you must be wondering how Shakespeare could do that if he never bothered to cast a mother. I intend to show that he did; and he named that mother Sir John Falstaff. It should not be too surprising that Falstaff could represent male maternity because the concept would not likely jar a Renaissance audience. During the period, men portrayed every woman’s role and mistaken identity was a dominant vehicle of humor. And Falstaff is the perfect choice to break from the motherless convention. As one of the most popular characters in the Shakespearean catalogue—audiences referred to this play as Falstaff for nearly 300 years (Huffman 19)—his brilliant language, and gigantic persona and body, could make the concept of a male mother easier to digest. Furthermore, if an audience member were uncomfortable with this idea, the title could always focus that viewer on the problems of royal succession. An amazing thing happens when a playwright titles a work after one character: the audience often fails to pay adequate attention to the others. While many focus on Henry IV’s wars, or Hotspur’s temper, or the beauty of the language, they may miss the subtle creation of Falstaff as a maternal figure. Three key constructions reveal Falstaff as Hal’s mother. First, Falstaff is emasculated frequently, either directly or by contrast to nearly every other character. Secondly, the characters’ names and characterizations express a sort of verbal family tree—a continuum with Henry IV and Hotspur on one side of Hal and Falstaff on the other. Finally, Hal’s maturation expresses not just a move toward his father, but away from Falstaff. This shows Falstaff as the opposite of a father, literally a mother.

I’m sure if I delivered this paper as a lecture, you’d already be raising your hand, making those “Ooh, Ooh” call-on-me noises and writhing in your seat, desperate to challenge: Why didn’t Shakespeare use Hal’s real mother if he wanted to represent her in the play? She did not exist, at least not during the relative dates that the play occurs. His mother, Mary Bohun, died in 1394, five years before Henry Bolingbroke usurped the crown from his cousin, Richard II (Britannia). The 14-year marriage of Henry Bolingbroke and Mary Bohun produced seven children—not two as Shakespeare wrote—including Henry V, who was 7 when his mother died (About). Henry IV married again, so Shakespeare could have used the second wife, Joan of Navarre, as a mother figure for young Henry, whom Shakespeare called Hal and Harry though there is no concrete evidence he went by either name. However, Henry IV’s second wife would not have been a great choice because rumors of her proclivity for necromancy made her widely unpopular. She was convicted of witchcraft in 1419, during the reign of Henry V (Britannia), so it is unlikely that they were particularly close. This absence of a female in Hal’s life created a giant void. What better peg to fill a large, round whole than a large, round man? Enter Falstaff.

Of course, Falstaff could fill that void without being a mother figure. He could be a friend, an uncle-type or a partner in crime. In fact, he fills all of those roles. He was a big guy. Indeed, when Hal asks Falstaff to “stand for my father and examine me upon the particulars of my life” (2.4.376-377), that defines him as parental, but not maternal. However, Falstaff can be interpreted as a mother figure when a reader combines his clear parental role with the text’s many references to his femininity. These references can be siphoned into four categories: characterizations of Falstaff, comparisons between him and other characters, a curious use of phallic symbols and the language used to describe him.

Characterizations: In Elizabethan England, a man’s trade was his identity. A man who fashioned products out of smelted steel was called Blacksmith. A man who dispensed remedies was called Apothecary. Falstaff does no work, has no trade and displays no skill. He has nothing to define him as a man. Falstaff draws nearer comparisons to aristocratic Renaissance women, who did not work. By title, Sir John Falstaff is a knight. But he is a knight sans fight. He flees from conflict and even plays dead to avoid war. The only man he even claims to kill, Hotspur, is already dead. And he stabs the thigh of that alleged victim, hardly a lethal wound even if Hotspur were not a corpse. Primarily, Falstaff is a character whose whole way of life and set of allegiances are opposite to those of English society (Huffman 21). Logically, someone defined as the antithesis of man must be a woman. Falstaff lacks traditional ethics, morals and gender identity because he is “out of all order, out of all compass” (3.3.20-21). The only time Falstaff is referred to with any virtue befitting a man of his title, he provides the compliment for himself, and even that moment is inauthentic because it occurs during the Cheapside Bar scene when he was pretending to be Henry IV. When Falstaff calls himself “a virtuous man” (2.4.418), Hal knows it is an unreal claim. Perhaps he looks at Falstaff’s pillow of a crown and knows his fat, feminine friend cannot play a male role. Hal asks “Dost thou speak like a king?” (2.4.432), and immediately deposes Falstaff and shows him to be a male, regal character by taking his father’s role. Even the last line Falstaff utters in the play calls his character into question. He promises to “purge, and leave sack, and live cleanly, as a nobleman should do” (5.4.162-163). However, the audience has watched him do the opposite of that for five acts. We know there is nothing noble or manly about Falstaff. So which is more likely: He has done a 180 with his lifestyle, or his final speech is tongue-in-cheek and insincere?

Comparisons: Perhaps the greatest insights into Falstaff’s feminine character come from looking at him in relation to the other three main characters (Henry IV, Hotspur and Hal), all of whom are describes as uber-males at various points. The contrast between Hotspur’s view of honor in 1.3 and Falstaff’s in 5.1 separate them as dramatic foils. Hotspur courts honor like he is wooing a maiden and tries to rescue it like damsel in distress. He says “By heaven, methinks it were an easy leap / To pluck bright honor from the pale-faced moon, / Or dive into the bottom of the deep, / Where fathom line could never touch the ground, / And pluck up drowned honor by the locks, / So he that doth redeem her thence might wear / Without corrival all her dignities” (1.3.199-205).  Falstaff draws a stark contrast between himself and the faction of Hotspur and the Henrys by questioning “What is honor? A word. What is in that word honor? What is that honor?” (5.1.134-135) and then declaring “I’ll none of it” (5.1.140). Hotspur’s courtly love of honor seems much more in line with traditional notions of masculinity than Falstaff’s questioning and eventual rejection of the concept.

Another pair of moments seems to reveal Falstaff as the female version of Hotspur. When Lady Percy assumes the role of nagging wife, Hotspur dismisses the woman: “I must not have you question me / Whither I go, nor reason whereabout” (2.3.102-104). There is a stark contrast between this authoritative tact and the one Falstaff takes during his banter with the Hostess at the Boar’s Head Inn. When Falstaff dismisses the Hostess by exclaiming, “You are a woman, go” (3.3.63), she emasculates him in earshot of all his disciples. She says, “No; I defy thee” (3.3.64). This would never happen to Hotspur. If his wife spoke to him like that, he would order her silent, out or dead. The audience accepts Hotspur as masculine, so Falstaff’s opposite demeanor casts him as feminine. Falstaff has a similar experience in 5.1, the only time he interacts with Henry IV. The King asks the Earl of Worcester a question and Falstaff interjects. Hal silences Falstaff by saying, “Peace, chewet, peace” (5.1.29). “Peace” is a common interjection in Shakespearean drama, however it is noteworthy that Hotspur uses the same language to silence his wife when she was confused by his ambiguous statement about the “Welsh lady’s bed” (3.1.244). An actor using the same cadence for Hotspur saying “Peace, she sings” (3.1.246), could create a further parallel between Hotspur and Hal, and distinguish both from Falstaff. Also, by calling Falstaff a “chewett” Hal cites his friend as a chatterer, which puts him in line with a traditional conception of the prattling woman. No one called Glendower a “chewett” when he went on ad nauseum about the remarkable circumstances of his birth. No one said Henry IV chattered during his many long speeches about his wish that Hotspur and Hal were switched at birth.

The King also implies Falstaff is womanly at the end of 3.2, the scene where Hal finally becomes the man his father wants him to be. Henry IV closes the scene with a couplet to warn against being a man of delay, which allows advantages to grow fatter. He says “Our hands our full of business. Let’s away; / Advantage feeds him fat while men delay.” The play describes only one character as being fat, so naturally Falstaff delivers the very next line to open 3.3. The contrast is blatant because Hal has been linked previously to Falstaff. Now the king uses “our” not in a royal sense like Claudius in Hamlet, but to express a union that formed once the prodigal son accepted his birthright. The scene shifts from the castle in London, where a king discusses masculinity with his son, to a tavern in Eastcheap, where a thief describes his skin as hanging about him “like an old lady’s loose gown” (3.3.3-4).

Also, during martial moments Falstaff looks feminine next to other characters. In praise of his daughter, Glendower says “She’ll be a soldier too, she’ll to the wars” (3.1.194). This comment about a 15th century woman comes as a stark contrast during a play in which a knight does not join the fray. Falstaff’s masculinity is further damaged. Of course, we know Falstaff is no military threat because he tells Westmoreland “never fear me” (4.2.59). Falstaff’s lack of military prowess creates a further divide between himself and the Hostpur/Henry contingent. So it comes as no surprise to see Falstaff appear less manly because he is the only one of the four major characters who fails to raise a competent army. Henry IV rallied a force to rebel against Richard II, Hotspur united the Worcesters, the Mortimers and the Glendowers to rebel against Henry IV, and Hal galvanizes the remaining loyalists to defeat Hotspur. Falstaff, the only character whose attempts to raise an army exist on stage, assembles a band of “slaves as ragged as Lazarus in the painted cloth” (4.2.25-26). Then in the heat of battle, Harry sets himself as Falstaff’s opposite by telling Douglas, “It is the Prince of Wales that threatens thee, / Who never promiseth but he means to pay” (5.4.41-42). This description is an exact inversion of what we have learned about Falstaff, who always promises and never pays.

Phallic Symbols: Most often, phallic symbols imply strength and masculinity, but such references to Falstaff have an opposite effect. Look at the difference in phallic references in his nickname and that of Hotspur. By describing Sir John as having a false staff and Henry Percy as having a hot spur, Shakespeare depicts the former as significantly less manly than the latter. Similarly, several descriptions of Falstaff’s sword reveal his femininity. To fake his valor after Hal and Poins intercept his robbery attempt, Falstaff hacked his own sword so he would “make you believe it was done in fight” (2.4.307-308). Then he persuaded Peto and Bardolph to follow his emasculating example. Even during his fantastical yarn about his battle against an ever-increasing number of swordsmen, he describes his fighting stance as “at half-sword” (2.4.164). That is neither intimidating nor masculine. Of course all this swordplay culminates in 5.3 when Hal demands Falstaff to give him his sword four times. When Falstaff finally capitulates, he draws a bottle of sack from his sheath, indicating that Falstaff was weaponless, and lacked a phallic symbol.

Language: No one ever describes Falstaff in a manly fashion. The most frequent descriptions of him in feminine terms are myriad references to his weight. Depicting him with the type of body Peter Paul Rubens revered during the same time period paints Falstaff with a female form. He is soft and round, neither terms associated with Renaissance conceptions of masculinity. This is evident from Hal’s first words in the play: “Thou art so fat-witted” (1.2.2). When telling Falstaff to reach the point of a speech, Hal uses a double entendre when he tells his friend to “come roundly, roundly” (1.2.22). As mentioned above, Falstaff describes his own skin as hanging on him “like an old lady’s loose gown” (3.3.3-4). Hal calls Falstaff “my sweet beef” (3.3.183), comparing his friend to the meat that comes from cows, which are female forms of cattle. And consider, if a modern staging accepted this theory of Falstaff as Hal’s mother, how much fun a director would have when Falstaff says, “I pray my girdle break” (3.3.155).

Falstaff’s fatty persona emasculates him in a subtler way in 2.4. The Sheriff announces he is looking for “a gross fat man” (2.4.511). Hal covers for Falstaff by insisting “The man, I assure you, is not here” (2.4.513). But the audience knows Falstaff is indeed there. He is cowering, behaving as little like a knight as possible. So Hal’s sentence tells the audience two things. Either Falstaff is a man, but is not there, or he is there but not a man. Peto assures the audience that Falstaff is there, and thererfore not a man, because the knight is “fast asleep behind the arras” (2.4.529). Later, Falstaff insinuates his own womanliness by saying he has “more flesh than another man, and therefore more frailty” (3.3.171-172). Perhaps the first readers of Henry IV, Part I in 1597 would not learn this until Shakespeare published Hamlet four years later (Signet xvii), but modern readers know at least one of the Bard’s character believed “frailty, thy name is woman (1.2.146, Hamlet). 

Furthermore, the sun, a traditional symbol of monarchy, separates Henry and Hal from Falstaff, who has an association with the moon, a feminine symbol. When Hal says “I will imitate the sun” (1.2.201) in his declaration to an audience that knows the history of the royal family; they know Hal will eventually join his father. Also the double meaning of the homophone sun, which in this instance can mean son, suggests a kinship between Hal and Henry IV. However, this link will not occur until 3.2. Until that point, Hal is more frequently tied to Falstaff, who identifies himself as one of “the moon’s men” (1.2.33). As king of the thieves, he establishes himself as a dramatic foil to Henry IV because Falstaff and all those who “take purses go by the moon and the seven stars, and not by Phoebus” (1.2.14-15). Falstaff compares himself to the feminine moon and the Pleiades, which were seven sisters, and distances himself from the Sun God, Phoebus. He calls Phoebus a “wand’ring knight so fair,” a sharp contrast to Falstaff, who neither embodies the qualities of a knight nor one who would be called fair. He and his minions are nights, not traditional knights. They are “Diana’s foresters, gentlemen of the shade, minions of the moon” (1.2.25-27). By aligning himself with the goddess of the moon, Falstaff casts a female shadow over his character. He notes that he is governed by the moon, his “noble and chaste mistress.” (1.2.29). Basically, he suggests his entire livelihood stems from this feminine object. Because Hal has not transformed into a manly character yet, he admires this about Falstaff and aligns himself with his female parental figure. Note the use of first-person plural when Hal says “the fortune of us that are the moon’s men doth ebb and flow like the sea, being governed as the sea is by the moon” (1.2.31-34). Hal uses Falstaff’s words and subscribes to his ideology. But within the span of 160 lines, Hal will begin to gravitate from moon to the sun. This depicts Hal much like a child, who traditionally spends most of his youth with his mother before accepting his father’s trade, life and worldview in adulthood.

The depiction of Falstaff as female becomes so intense, he is even dressed in women’s clothes in 3.3. After the Hostess complains that she bought him a dozen shirts, Falstaff says he has “given them away to bakers’ wives” (3.3.71-72). England in the early 15th century, when the action of the play occurred, and the late 16th century, when Shakespeare wrote it, were times marked by fairly defined gender roles. Men dressed like men, and women like women. It is highly curious that Falstaff could own a dozen shirts that could so easily be given to baker’s wives.

Earlier in the play, Falstaff delivers a line that leads to a curious feminine interpretation, which I admit may border on extrapolation. When he says “Before I knew thee, Hal, I knew nothing” (1.2.96-97) Falstaff sounds remarkably like what a reader could imagine Eve would say to the serpent immediately after the expulsion in Genesis. Immediately after the serpent tricks Eve into eating from the tree of knowledge of good and bad (Genesis 2:17), “the eyes of both of them were opened” (Genesis 3:7). Like Falstaff, who knew nothing until he knew Hal, Eve knew nothing until she knew the serpent. Eve never speaks to the serpent, only to God, to say “the serpent tricked me into it, so I ate it” (Genesis 3:13). There is textual basis for injecting a biblical theory into this passage. Immediately before this speech, Hal says “Thou didst well, for wisdom cries out in the streets, and no man regards it” (1.2.92-93), a quotation from Proverbs 1:20-24, Falstaff chides the prince for his sinful misapplication of holy texts. He tells Hal he has “done much harm” (1.2.96). This is the first explicit reference to anyone doing harm in the play. Similarly, the appearance of the serpent is the first time evil is done in the bible. And in 3.3, Falstaff specifically refers to the expulsion when he asks Hal, “Thou knowest in the state of innocency Adam fell, and what should poor Jack Falstaff do in the days of villainy?”

Whether or not this comparison between Falstaff and Eve is expressly written into the text, Falstaff’s eventual dependence on Hal is reminiscent of a Renaissance mother’s dependence on her son after her husband dies. Falstaff begs for favorable treatment from Hal when he is king, which will occur after Henry IV’s rule. Like a Renaissance mother would indulge her son in his youth because she would need his care in her old age, Falstaff entertains Hal, but begs “Do not thou, when thou art king, hang a thief” (1.2.64).

Continuum: Perhaps the clearest delineation of this concept came from a diagram a professor of mine drew: 
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Notice how Hal exists between two poles. On the right, he has Hotspur and Henry IV, characters who adhere to Elizabethan norms of masculine mettle. On the left, he has Falstaff, a character who is the inversion of all things male. This continuum looks a bit like a family tree, showing two distinct paths for Hal. Like every child, he can follow the branches of his father or mother. In Hal’s case, however, his mother is a drunk, overweight, yarn-spinning thief.

The names of the characters (the fact that each of the four main characters has at least one additional name begs inquiry) give the first insight into these distinct family groups. The right side of the continuum shows the King and Hotspur, characters who share the given name Henry. Also Hotspur shares the name with his father, the Earl of Northumberland. Eventually, the prince will be known as Henry V, so the name clearly bonds father and son. The name comes from the German and means “ruler of the home” (Babynames). Though the name is historically accurate, this meaning sheds light onto who the men really were, or at least who they were named to be. Hotspur is also referred to by his surname, Percy, a French name meaning “piercing the valley” (Babynames). Hotspur attaches himself to the prince because they are both called Harry, an English diminutive form of Harold, a Scandinavian name that means “army ruler” (Babynames). By giving both Percy and the prince diminutive names, the text suggests that both characters must grow into their names, and therefore their identities. The prince is also known as Hal, a Celtic name that means “chief” (Babynames) and reflects the nomenclature of war and governance that exists on the right side of the continuum. However, Hal is called Jack as well, name he shares with Falstaff, who is referred to by several monikers. Jack is the diminutive form of John, a Hebrew name that means “merciful” and is also used for Falstaff. Now Falstaff is the only main character whose name is not historically accurate; he is based on Sir John Oldcastle (Huffman 21). But Shakespeare could have given him any name, so it is interesting he chose one that means merciful, a sharp contrast to the bellicose labels the other characters shared. In the presence of three war hawks, mercy might appear weak to an Elizabethan audience, particularly when it applies to a knight.

Twice in the play, Falstaff and Hal use the nickname Jack to jostle for authority. In 2.4, Hal asserts “I am the king of courtesy, and tell me flatly that I am no Jack like Falstaff, but a Corinthian” (10-12). Hal calls himself king and denies that he is a Jack or affiliated with Falstaff. This marks the beginning of his transition from the maternal side of the continuum to the paternal. Interestingly, he dubs himself a Corinthian, perhaps an allusion to the first letter of Paul of Tarsus to the school at Corinth. In 13:11, Paul wrote: “When I was a child, I spake as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child: but when I became a man, I put away childish things.” This biblical passage, more than any other, encapsulates the motion of the play that Hal calls “my reformation” (1.2.217). Then in 3.3., Falstaff calls the prince “a Jack” and “a sneak-up” (88) before Hal enters the room. But the prince, who has already begun to transform from the boy who idolized Falstaff into the man who will be king, quickly asserts dominance and demeans his mother figure as a Jack twice (99 and 103). Hal also debases Falstaff with a subtle shift in title. Initially, he refers to Falstaff as “Sir John” (1.2.121). After receiving paternal praise in 3.2, Hal calls his former idol “Sirrah” (3.3.139), a term used for inferiors. This is consistent with the trajectory of an Elizabethan child. He would revere his mother until he supplants his father, and then he would control the entire household.

Lineage: The ability of the four main characters to use language to manipulate circumstances sets them apart from the other names on the dramatis personae and makes them seem related. This ability operates like a family trait. Henry IV demonstrates this skill with his subordinates in 1.1, Hotspur does so with Glendower in 3.1, Hal does so with his father in 3.2 and Falstaff demonstrates this ability throughout. And this lineage is emphasized by the language itself. Both Falstaff and Henry IV make several pleas to lobby Hal to their limb of the family tree. Falstaff first addresses Hal as “lad” (1.2.1), which has a connotation similar to that of son. Indeed, Falstaff makes a parental claim. He sounds like he attended Hal’s conception when he says “I knew ye as well as he that made ye” (2.4.268-269). Then Falstaff reasserts himself as Hal’s mother after the Hostess tells the prince that his father sent a nobleman to retrieve him. In Falstaffian style, Hal plays on the Hostess’ words by inverting her phrase “He says he comes from your father” (2.4.289-290). He replies, “send him back again to my mother” (2.4.292). This is the only reference in play to the existence of Hal’s mother, so it is worth noting that Falstaff interjects immediately to ask “What manner of man is he?” (2.4.293) as if Hal saying the words “my mother” summons Falstaff. But he buries another clue in these lines. Falstaff asks “What manner of man is he,” presumably changing the subject back to the nobleman who was sent for Hal. However, the true antecedent is mother. Mother is the most recent personal noun, the last person discussed. Perhaps Falstaff uses “he” to suggest the mother is a man. The Hostess affirms this claim when she answers that “he” is “an old man” (2.4.294). And Falstaff is the only man in the play identified as old. A similar progression occurs later in the scene. Playing the role of the king, Falstaff tells Hal “That thou art my son I have partly thy mother’s word, partly my own opinion” (2.4.402-403). Falstaff juxtaposes “mother’s word” with “my own opinion,” linking the concepts as if the latter modifies the former. Falstaff makes an explicit claim on Hal in 5.4 of Henry IV, Part II during Hal’s coronation as Henry V. He calls his old friend “My sweet boy,” perhaps a recasting of Hal’s jibe at Falstaff as “my sweet beef.” Also, he uses the possessive to laud the newly crowned king as “my royal Hal” and “my heart.” 

Polarity: Of course, Part II shows the audience the culmination of Hal’s attempts to distance himself from Falstaff and accept the world inhabited by Henry IV and Hotspur. This motion has been documented and discussed in such great detail it does not require complete repetition here.  However, it should be noted that Hal’s decision to abandon Falstaff and assume the throne is the perfect distillation of the drama a child experiences when torn between the poles of mother and father. Falstaff foreshadows this debate in Hal when he says “the true prince may … prove a false thief” (1.2.158-159).

To see the two parallel, but divergent, realms that Hal calls home, the audience must see them as inversions of the same realm. In the royal court in London, Henry is the king. In the Boar’s Head Tavern in Eastcheap, Falstaff is the king. Henry stole the throne, but considers himself noble. Falstaff steals for a living and considers himself noble. Henry’s aristocrats plot against him. Falstaff’s “nobility” (2.4.389) worship him. Henry was once a noble, who acted common to woo the masses and ascend. Falstaff is a noble, who acts common to woo the masses and descend. Henry is symbolized by the sun. Falstaff is governed by the moon. Hotspur first spots this convergence of opposite realms in Hal when he calls him a “sword-and-buckler” (1.3.228). A textual note in the Signet edition says the line means “low-down” because sword and shield were weapons of lower classes. However, this sounds like a medieval oxymoron. It seems like Hotspur suggests Hal is composed of sword, a symbol of strength, and a buckler, one who crumbles under the pressure. And what are we composed of? The stuff of father (sword in the case of Henry IV) and mother (buckler in the case of Falstaff). This statement aligns Hal with the military might of the King and Hotspur and the cowardice of Falstaff at same time. Hal reiterates the ambiguity of his character during Henry IV’s insult barrage when he responds “I shall hereafter, my thrice-gracious lord, / Be more myself” (3.2.92-93). However, the audience does not know which self that means. This is during the moment of change: the middle scene of Act III, the literal apex of the play. This line turns the play into a seesaw, with Falstaff and Acts I and II on the left side, and Henry VI and Hotspur and Acts IV and V on the other. Maybe that is why Falstaff is described as such a large man, because he had to offset the weight of two characters in this continuum?

Hal clearly feels these two poles tugging at him. His first anti-Falstaff speech refers to a “bastard in the Half-moon” (2.4.28), which could be seen as a self-description. In a real way, Hal is between parents, between phases, between the feminine moon and the masculine sun. After Falstaff asks Hal “Art thou not horribly afraid” of “that spirit Percy, and that devil Glendower?” (2.4.369-371), Hal tells Falstaff “I lack some of thy instinct” (2.4.372). It sounds like a child telling a parent he did not inherit all that parent’s genes. Hal has all the traits of the teenage know-it-all who has outgrown the need for mom to wipe away teary cheeks and patch up scraped elbows. After asking Falstaff to portray his father, and then insinuating he can do a better job, Hal asserts himself in his father’s role. He says “Do thou stand for me, and I’ll play my father” (2.4.432-433). This begins the great transformation, when he dons the crown and rules as a king. He has begun to submit to his destiny, to join his father’s lineage and become Henry V. Hal’s new role as king, even in a play, impels Falstaff to plead with his former apprentice that if he “banish plump Jack” he will “banish all the world” (2.4.479-480). But that is simply all Falstaff’s world, and the world in which Hal mired himself for the first two acts. This is the world of his childhood, of a mother’s embrace and of weakness. He is quickly embracing the world of his father, of manly power and responsibility. To transform he must banish plump Jack. And Hal promises to banish him (2.4.481), which prompts a plea from Falstaff, who sounds like a mother trying to keep her baby forever young. He wants to hold on desperately to the play-acting life he and Hal live. One can almost see him calling after a child who has left the nest as he begs “Play out the play, I have much to say in the behalf of that Falstaff” (2.4.485-486).

But once 3.1 begins, little more is said on behalf of Falstaff. The play more or less abandons the Boar’s Head Tavern for the battlefield. This transition is crystallized during Henry’s parade of insults in 3.2 Hal promises he will “Be bold to tell you that I am your son, / When I will wear a garment all of blood” (3.2.134-135). Given what the audience has heard about Henry IV, a baptism of blood may be the best way to tell him “I love you. I’m the son you always wanted.” Hal is determined to cross paths with his parallel. Instead of Hotspur being the “child of honor and renown” (3.2.139), Hal intends to transpose his position with that of Hotspur, who he will make “exchange / His glorious deeds for my indignities” (3.2.145-146).

By the end of 3.2, Hal chooses his course. Even when Falstaff tries to reassert himself over Hal by asking “Dost thou think I’ll fear thee as I fear thy father? Nay” (3.3.154), Hal establishes his place on the continuum, and with it omnipotence, by saying “I am good friends with my father, and may do anything” (3.3.187-188). Of course, Hal may have distanced himself from the mother figure and proved he is a man, but he has not yet proved he is the man. Douglas tells Hotspur he is “the king of honor” (4.1.10). Even though Sir Richard Vernon, an enemy of the royal family, notes Hal’s transformation, how he “became him like a prince indeed / He made a blushing cital of himself, / And chid his truant youth with such a grace / As if he mast’red there a double spirit” (5.2.60-63), Hal has not proved his mettle enough for the king to consent to a showdown between his real son and the son he pined for. However, Hal’s ability to master “a double spirit” does foreshadow his victory over Hotspur, who seems perturbed that his cousin is “enamoured” (5.2.69) on the follies of Hal. The prince has convinced everyone except for Hotspur. And there is only one place to do that: the battlefield.

Curiously, the king appears cowardly on that battlefield, a place he argued so vehemently for his son to join him. He dresses a slew of decoys in his robes, including Sir Walter Blunt. Even though this was a standard combat tactic, it was not described as memorably in other Shakespearean plays that chronicle kings at war. Richard III ran around the battlefield looking for a horse, not a body double. But Shakespeare places much emphasis on the many decoys of Henry IV. The idea of a king in hiding removes his regal, and masculine, authority. He is not altogether different from Falstaff, who fakes his own death—making his own body a decoy—to avoid the conflict. Now the prince appears superior to the poles that once ruled him. Henry IV compounds his cowardice at the start of 5.4, but the prince urges his father to press on and avoid losing face. Perhaps seeing that he can lead his father in battle galvanizes Hal, because when Westmoreland offers to lead, the prince takes the reins and the reign: “Lead me, my Lord? I do not need your help” (5.4.9). Hal can now make his own moves. Again, Hal props up his father when the king fights with Douglas. The stage direction simply says “King being in danger. Enter Prince of Wales.” This is the first time Hal takes a true title. In earlier directions his line are preceded by just “prince.” Henry confirms his son’s manliness, saying, “Thou hast redeemed thy lost opinion” (5.4.47). Hal even asserts himself with Hotspur, a person he used to flatter even while issuing a challenge for a duel. Hal demands “think not, Percy, / To share with me in glory any more” (5.4.62-63). Even Hotspur agrees the parallel characters have drawn close. He confirms the prince’s ascension, saying “Thy name in arms were now as great as mine” (5.4.69). Moments later, Falstaff concedes that Hal is finally mature. Like a mother watching her son leave for college or dance with his bride, Falstaff swells with pride and says, “You shall find no boy’s play here, I can tell you” (5.4.74-75). Immediately thereafter, the Prince of Wales kills Percy, and Falstaff fakes his own death to avoid conflict with Douglas. The Prince of Wales tells Hotspur’s corpse “how much art thou shrunk” (5.4.87). Now Hal has proved his father wrong—a sign of maturity in many families—, he has distanced himself from his mother and he has surpassed Percy. 

Hal’s distancing continues when he sees Falstaff playing dead. The prince calls him “old acquaintance” (5.4.101), hardly the type of greeting Hal would have used early in the play. By contrast, he calls John of Lancaster “brother John” (5.4.123). Even though he is a blood relative to the prince, this “brother” does not appear until 5.4. This creates an interesting disparity between the prince’s real family, and his pretend family of Falstaff, the only other John on stage. After his coronation in Part II, the newly crowned Henry V solidifies his break from his former self. He denies Falstaff: “I know thee not, old man.” Henry V puts the final dagger in the heart of his friend/mother when he says “I have long dream’d of such a kind of man … But, being awakened, I do despise my dream.” The reference to childhood as dream indicates that it never happened, but in case that was not cruel or explicit enough, Henry V removes all doubt: “Presume not that I am the thing I was … I have turn’d away my former self.”

In the end, I feel as sorry for Falstaff as I did for Winnie the Pooh when Christopher Robin stopped playing with him. Falstaff invested his life into molding, nurturing and teaching Hal. And then the prince outgrew his plump mother figure. I imagine some of you would still have your hands raised to object to points I’ve made, and I’d love to hear them. But I have to go call my mother and tell her I love her.
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