
 
Henry IV Part 1 explores different versions of honour. Discuss. 
 

 
As a transhistorical reconstruction of fifteenth century England from its fall to its glorious rebirth, 
William Shakespeare’s second tetralogy, 1 Henry IV, intricately explores varying perceptions of 
honour embodied by the correspondences between the play’s protagonists: Hotspur, Falstaff and 
Hal. Under the shadow of a prolonged civil war that later produces the image of a newly unified 
modern England, Hotspur, in his desire to acquire glory at its greatest magnitude, presents honour 
as a palpable device that is considered far beyond the fundamental values of the realm, even life 
and death. In contrast, Falstaff, an impecunious and hedonistic knight that presides over the tavern, 
conveys the polar opposite of the valiant Hotspur. His famous dictum on honour suggests that it is 
ultimately meaningless, an ‘escutcheon’ that holds no considerable value when compared to 
festivity and self-preservation. Nevertheless, Hal, in his promise of character reformation from a life 
of idleness and immorality in the depravity of the alehouse to a world of responsibility, power and 
authority, is able to balance the extremities of Hotspur and Falstaff in perfect equipoise. As he finally 
proves that linear succession can serve as a legitimate alternative to divine right, he embodies the 
chivalric ideal and restores honour to its rightful position amidst a realm that is threatened by 
rebellion and vice as much as it is by dignity and decency. 
 
In 1 Henry IV, Shakespeare’s specifically constructed Hotspur becomes both a moral and physical 
antithesis to Prince Hal, an epic hero from classical mythology that seeks to retrieve, restore and 
even “pluck” honour by any means, with a complete disregard for personal safety or the probability 
of victory. As described as the “theme of honour’s tongue” by King Henry IV, and subsequently 
compared to the wastrel Hal, Percy is initially portrayed as a chivalric hero and is favoured by the 
King who is ashamed and somewhat disappointed with his son’s idleness. The King expresses the 
wish that these two “Harrys” were changelings, exchanged at birth in the cradle – that Hotspur, 
whom he so admires, were his real son, a replacement for the “unthrifty” and seemingly immoral Hal. 
Yet King Henry knows that the intrinsic honour of such a warrior, valuable if circumscribed by the 
court, will be dangerous if channelled by those who wish to subvert his rule. It is thus Percy’s credo 
to “pluck bright honour from the pale-faced moon, or dive into the bottom deep” with a condition that 
the spoils of honour must be worn “without corrival”. In accordance, Percy’s boisterous valour is not 
without a mixture of rude manners, arrogance, and boyish obstinacy. It is only at the end, when his 
final confrontation with Hal is impending, does Hotspur impetuosity finally undermine the course of 
his actions. The rivalling conceptions of honour brought by Hal and Hotspur are, indeed, mutually 
exclusive, because “two stars keep not their motion in one sphere”, and the type of “glory” with 
which both are here concerned is not of the kind that can be shared in life. Hotspur, dying, affirms 
the value of the “proud titles” of glory above that of “brittle life”, and in doing so, admits that such a 
view of honour is a pathetic contrast to the heroic ideal. 
 
In opposition to the extremity of Hotspur, Sir John Falstaff, an embodiment of carnival, misrule and 
vice as he cheerfully admits in the depravity of the tavern, values self-preservation and mirth in 
preference to loyalty, chivalry and honour. Despite his hedonistic lifestyle and comic braggadocio, 
Falstaff acts as an excellent antidote to the unrealistic, militant idealism of Hotspur, and is able to 
explore the greater, and often painful, truths of human existence. His words, “mortal men, mortal 
men” is a truth about war, a fact that Hotspur has all but forgotten, and that Hal, as King Henry, will 
do well to remember. To Falstaff, honour is just the empty sign of something, not a commodity, an 
agent, or anything actually palpable or useful. Hotspur has sworn to pluck bright honour from the 
pale-faced moon; Falstaff will have none of it. Falstaff is a materialist of sorts, and in the lively 
internal dialogue he calls his “catechism”, he finds that honour has neither sense nor substance. In 
many ways, Falstaff provides a necessary antidote to the excessive idealism that is Hotspur, and he 
does so by reminding his fellows, and the audience, of the nature of “mortal men”, and employs his 
catechism to justify that honour, and the actions required to achieve this honour, is insubstantial and 
futile. It is upon the law of self-preservation that Falstaff survives because “can honour set to a leg?  
  



No.” However, the rule of Hal cannot be finally guided by the misrule of Falstaff, and between the 
two poles of Falstaff and Hotspur, Hal must find his own position and identity. 
 
As future King of England, Prince Hal, despite his ignoble associates in the tavern, must place the 
excessive idealism of Hotspur and the selfishness of Falstaff in equipoise to present to the realm an 
embodiment of the chivalric ideal that counters and banishes all that is ineffectual and 
dishonourable. The prince, who is the hero both of the comic and tragic part, is a young man of 
great abilities and violent passions, whose sentiments are right, though his actions are wrong; 
whose virtues are obscured by negligence, and whose understanding is dissipated by levity. 
However, the final dramatic resolution of the conflict within Hal, and the emblematic unification of 
two poles between which he has been moving, occurs in the splendid double epitaph in the play’s 
final scene at Shrewsbury. Hotspur is dying, slain by Hal, and his language here, as so frequently, is 
lofty, mythic, reaching beyond the common world. Hal speaks in reply a language of pragmatic 
realism that represents a necessary acknowledgement of mortality. The victorious Hal, appropriating 
the language of Hotspur along with his spirit, completes his thought: “For worms, brave Percy”. 
When Hotspur loses speech, he loses life. And when Hal finishes Hotspur’s sentence he takes over, 
not only the “proud titles” of hero and soldier, and their shared title or name of “Harry”, but also the 
honour that Hotspur possessed. Hal indeed kept his promise, “redeeming time”, and in doing so 
embraces an ideal of royal dignity and chivalry far superior to that of Hotspur, Falstaff and, 
inevitably, his father, King Henry IV. 
 
Shakespeare’s 1 Henry IV lyrically reconstructs the fall of England to its glorious rebirth, and, in 
doing so, explores the common and fundamental values required in successful kingship, particularly 
honour and the vast dimensions it encompasses. Hotspur and Falstaff are both Shakespeare’s 
literal representatives of extreme versions of honour and, consequently, suffer death and 
banishment respectively. For Hotspur, responsibility, prudence, caution and strategy are all willingly 
exchanged with glory and honour of the greatest magnitude. In contrast, Falstaff’s belief of self-
preservation causes him to generate powerful alternatives for the values represented in war: life in 
favour of honour and himself in preference to death. Regardless, Hal is able to place these two 
polarities in perfect equipoise to become, both figuratively and literally, an embodiment of the 
chivalric ideal that satisfies and exceeds his monarchic expectation. 


