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Abstract 

In this article I consider the attitudes to death presented in Shakespeare’s 2 Henry IV. 

Shakespeare offers contrasting outlooks of the rebels and of Justice Shallow as they 

remember friends who have died; theirs are rival perceptions of the dead, and memories 

cannot necessarily be made to perform the work they want them to. The rebels’ idea of the 

role of memories in the commemoration of the dead is one which preserves ancient wrongs 

and remembers past injustices until they can be satisfactorily answered.  Contrary to this 

approach, Shallow’s speech puts memories of the dead on an equal footing with the concerns 

of the living in a comic way that refuses to privilege the departed over those left behind. 

Shallow’s distinctive, idiosyncratic manner of speech shows Shakespeare using language to 

create and complicate memories. In the play, Shakespeare exemplifies a remembering which 

is complexly deceptive even to the holder of the memory; for him to do this is to demonstrate 

an acute, even painful awareness of his writing’s inability to contain or express memories 

fully. Shakespeare wants us to realise what is happening to memory here: that it can be 

manipulated and abused but never absolutely contained or controlled by anyone, particularly 

not when that person is emotionally involved in those memories, as they are when 

remembering the past – and the dead. 
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***** 

 

2 Henry IV is preoccupied with the frailty of flesh, most observably because the king is ailing, 

and faces the end of his reign with the prospect of his wayward son coming to the throne: 

 

The blood weeps from my heart when I do shape,  

In forms imaginary, th’unguided days 

And rotten times that you shall look upon, 

When I am sleeping with my ancestors.
1
 

 

The king dreads ‘th’unguided days’ to come, the ‘rotten times’ when his son will reign. Like 

Jesus on the Mount of Olives, Henry IV, on the eve of his death, bleeds in fear and anguish 

for the future.
2
  If, as Gaunt observed in Richard II, ‘the last taste of sweets, is sweetest last / 

Writ in remembrance more than things long past’, then the immediate concern with death and 

decay ensures the play ‘tastes’ of mortality.
3
 As the play progresses its characters become 

increasingly aware that, as Paul Ricoeur has pointed out, memories reveal how ‘the brevity of 

human life stands out against the immensity of indefinite chronological time.’
4
 Indeed, the 

play offers a solid base onto which we can apply Ricoeur’s ideas, since in the play, the 

remembrance of the dead relies ‘on the memory of close relations who are in a position to 

[…] suffer the loss.’
5
 We find 2 Henry IV’s preoccupation reflected in and woven through the 

language of the play: there are twenty-three references to ‘dead’, twenty-three to ‘death’, 

fourteen to ‘die’ and three to ‘died’, totalling 64.
6
 The other plays of the second tetralogy have 
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fewer instances of those four words: Richard II has 63, but 1 Henry IV and Henry V have only 

41 and 39 respectively. 

2 Henry IV opens with Rumour spreading ‘false reports’, among them the idea that: 

 

Harry Monmouth fell 

Under the wrath of noble Hotspur’s sword, 

And the King before the Douglas’ rage 

Stoop’d his anointed head as low as death.
7
 

 

With this, the play’s obsession with death is advertised from its outset, and Rumour admits its 

own twisted and deceitful propagation of memories: ‘Rumour is a pipe / Blown by surmises, 

jealousies, conjectures’.
8
 Like a round of Chinese Whispers, Rumour works by distorting the 

memories of events just past, leading to seemingly innocent ‘surmises’ and ‘conjectures’, but 

also encompassing more malicious ‘jealousies’.
9
 Rumour operates to ensure that mutually 

exclusive possibilities – the king’s failure (quoted above) and the king’s success – are both 

circulated, even if history comes down decisively on the side of success.
10

 In this way 

Rumour joins with the ‘cozening hope’ of Richard II in promising to Northumberland and 

Lord Bardolph somewhat more than it can deliver.
11

 Rumour demonstrates perfectly that there 

are multiple – and in this case entirely opposite – memories of who has died, and that 

memories cannot necessarily be made to perform the work one wants them to. It is the first 

example of numerous contrasting memories of the dead in the play, the cumulative effect of 

which is to show memories as being open to discussion and debate. 

I will use this article to look at two contrasting attitudes in the play to the remembrance of 

the dead. The first approach is epitomised by the rebels in the first scene of the play. 

Northumberland hears of Hotspur’s death at Shrewsbury and mourns his dead son, but the 

thoughts of those gathered around him quickly turn back to Richard, whose blood was 

‘scrap’d from Pomfret stones’.
12

 This memory of the dead king calls the rebels back to arms 

and insurgency. It is not only that Richard was usurped but also that his killing was 

premeditated that spurred them to action in the first instance; and it is their undimmed 

memory of it, a sense of responsibility to the dead, and a campaign for what they see as 

justice in ‘a bleeding land, / Gasping for life’ that endows them with a renewed sense of 

purpose.
13

 Their idea of the role of memories in the commemoration of the dead is one which 

preserves ancient wrongs and ‘remembers past injustices’ until they can be satisfactorily 

answered.
14

 Later on in the play, Northumberland’s renewed focus on the death of his son 

obscures his remembrance of Richard and his resolution to take further action to right that 

wrong.
15

 

In contrast, the play offers us the nostalgia of Justice Shallow. Shallow mingles banal 

philosophising about dead acquaintances with observations about the thriving Stamford fair, 

where bullocks and ewes might be bought and sold, and sees no incongruity in this 

association.
16

 His speech places memories of the dead on an equal footing with the concerns 

of the living in a comic way that refuses to privilege the departed over those left behind. 

Shallow’s distinctive, idiosyncratic manner of speech shows Shakespeare using language to 

create and complicate memories. 

Even within what might be considered just one function of memory – that is, the 

commemoration of the dead – the characters often expect memories to perform many 

conflicting tasks. Little wonder that the memories constructed of a dead person are almost 

always contestable. As Elizabeth Hallam and Jenny Hockey observe in their study of death 

and material culture, ‘memory as process […] involves complex negotiations such that what 

is recalled is always amenable to revision,’ whether that is immediately after death as with 

Hotspur, or sometime after death as with Richard and ‘old Double’.
17
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The Rebels: ‘a bleeding land, / Gasping for life’ 

In Act 1 Scene 1 the rebels meet in front of Northumberland’s castle to discuss the battle of 

Shrewsbury with which 1 Henry IV ended. Morton tells Northumberland the news that his son 

is dead, and understandably Northumberland is devastated.
18

 However, the nobles who 

surround Northumberland suggest that he is focusing on the wrong thing. Northumberland 

loses himself in mourning for his son, forgetting the true aim of the rebels, which began with 

avenging the death of King Richard, and now continues to gather momentum with each fresh 

death that needs retaliation and redress.  

Lord Bardolph attempts to comfort Northumberland: 

 

We all that are engaged to this loss  

Knew that we ventur’d on such dangerous seas  

That if we wrought out life ’twas ten to one;  

And yet we ventur’d for the gain propos’d, 

Chok’d the respect of likely peril fear’d;  

And since we are o’erset, venture again.  

Come, we will all put forth, body and goods.
19

 

    

Bardolph acknowledges Northumberland’s ‘loss’ by using a catalectic line to mimic that 

absence, but argues that was to be expected since the chance of winning and surviving was 

‘ten to one’. The three uses of ‘ventur’d’ compare the rebels’ mission to that of an 

Elizabethan merchant who sets his ‘body and goods’ upon the ‘dangerous seas’.
20

 This is a 

curious metaphor to use, since in either the merchant’s or the rebels’ case it implies little 

control over success or failure. Bardolph has no words of comfort, but a recommendation that 

– since they have been set back (o’erset’) by events at Shrewsbury and Hotspur’s death – they 

will simply ‘venture again’, risking life (‘body’) and livelihood (‘goods’) to pursue success. 

Once more they will choke back the fear of ‘likely peril’ and set sail on high seas where they 

may be shipwrecked and killed. Bardolph’s speech is honourable, courageous and filled with 

bravado, but offers little relief to Northumberland.  

Yet Morton’s response agrees with Bardolph’s general premise of setting forth once more, 

and supplies a reason for doing so: 

 

’Tis more than time. And, my most noble lord,  

I hear for certain, and dare speak the truth,  

The gentle Archbishop of York is up  

With well-appointed pow’rs. He is a man  

Who with a double surety binds his followers.  

My lord your son had only but the corpse,  

But shadows and the shows of men, to fight;  

For that same word ‘rebellion’ did divide  

The action of their bodies from their souls;  

And they did fight with queasiness, constrain’d,  

As men drink potions; that their weapons only  

Seem’d on our side; but, for their spirits and souls  

This word ‘rebellion’—it had froze them up,  

As fish are in a pond. But now the Bishop  

Turns insurrection to religion; 

Suppos’d sincere and holy in his thoughts,  

He's follow’d both with body and with mind;  
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And doth enlarge his rising with the blood  

Of fair King Richard, scrap’d from Pomfret stones;  

Derives from heaven his quarrel and his cause;  

Tells them he doth bestride a bleeding land,  

Gasping for life under great Bolingbroke;  

And more and less do flock to follow him.
21

 

 

Other than the first two lines, this long passage was cut from the Quarto and appeared only in 

the Folio. Its subject matter is the reason it caught the censor’s eye: the ‘double surety’ with 

which the Archbishop recruits his army was the worst sort of insurgency imaginable in the 

Elizabethan era, since it came from a place of authority which was timely (‘‘tis more than 

time’), political (the Archbishop is ‘gentle’, noble), and spiritual (‘holy’). The abundance of 

indemnities with which the Archbishop ‘binds his followers’ is reflected in the unusually long 

line, which contains thirteen syllables. Morton takes up the ‘body and goods’ with which 

Bardolph finished his speech, and gives them specificity for Northumberland, who both 

Bardolph and Morton are ostensibly addressing: ‘My lord your son had only the corpse, / But 

shadows and the shows of men, to fight’.
22

 The ‘corpse’, the zombie-like body without soul or 

heart, is again mentioned when Morton talks of the ‘rebellion’ which ‘did divide / The action 

of their bodies from their souls’.
23

 In contrast, Morton confirms towards the end of his speech 

that the Archbishop is followed ‘with body and with mind’.
24

 Morton’s reason for the men’s 

failure and death is that they were conflicted by the fact that their actions were treasonable; 

the word ‘rebellion’ is used to signify this and is repeated in lines 194 and 199, and modified 

to ‘insurrection’ in line 201. Correspondingly, Morton feels the Archbishop will succeed, to 

Henry V’s words, because ‘his cause [is] just and his quarrel honourable’.
25

 He has ‘enlarged’ 

his army ‘with the blood / Of fair King Richard, scrap’d from Pomfret stones’, making a holy 

relic of this dead man’s blood, holding sacred his memory, deriving ‘from heaven his quarrel 

and his cause’.
26

 Morton implies that before the Archbishop turned their ‘cause’ into a 

religious crusade, it was bound to fail, but now that it has God on its ‘side’, it is certain to 

succeed.
27

 ‘[R]eligion’ has got ‘their spirits and their souls’ and made their battle as ‘sincere 

and holy’ as the Archbishop’s thoughts.
28

 

The Archbishop also uses the memory of dead King Richard to justify battle elsewhere in 

the play. ‘What trust is in these times?’ he asks,
29

 lamenting the fact that the populace is too 

quick to forget, as a result of which ‘They that, when Richard liv’d, would have him die / Are 

now become enamour’d on his grave’.
30

 Towards the end of the play, he uses the memory of 

Richard as part of his validation of the rebels’ actions in conversation with Westmoreland: 

‘we are all diseas’d, / […] of which disease / Our late King Richard being infected died’.
31

 

And once more he uses the idea of blood as an aide-mémoire:  ‘The dangers of the days but 

newly gone, / Whose memory is written on the earth / With yet appearing blood’.
32

 This ties 

in to the work of Hallam and Hockey who considered the contribution of physical materials to 

remembrance: they write that ‘it [is] the flesh itself, or bodily substances such as bone, blood, 

and hair, that are regarded as powerful memory objects.’
33

 

Towards the end of his speech, Morton describes England as a dying man, ‘a bleeding land 

/ Gasping for life under great Bolingbroke’.
34

 Morton’s statement confirms the fulfillment of 

Gaunt’s prophecy in Richard II.
35

 The country is suffering as Richard had at death, ‘bleeding’ 

and ‘Gasping for life’. Because of Bolingbroke’s crimes, not only are the characters in the 

play dying, but England is as well. Morton is also careful to use Bolingbroke’s name as it  was 

before he was King Henry IV, in contrast to his use of King Richard’s proper title and name 

just three lines previously. He concludes his speech by saying that ‘more and less do flock to 

follow him’, reminding us of the biblical masses of all ranks who flocked to follow Jesus.
36

 

The word ‘flock’ is particularly associated with shepherding and the biblical connotations that 
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term evokes. Thus in a final flourish, the Archbishop is presented as a Christ-like figure of 

salvation who will raise Richard from the dead (metaphorically speaking) in order to 

demonstrate the credibility and righteousness of his cause, and to ensure its success, saving 

the rebels from death by allowing them to be reborn as righteous crusaders rather than 

seditious traitors. 

Northumberland listens to the reasoning of both his fellow lords, and his final response as 

the scene closes is telling. Northumberland, like Morton before him earlier in this scene, 

‘speak[s] truth’, and admits that his grief for his dead son has made him forget the 

Archbishop’s ‘rising’:  

 

I knew of this before, but, to speak truth,  

This present grief had wip’d it from my mind.  

Go in with me; and counsel every man  

The aptest way for safety and revenge: 

Get posts and letters, and make friends with speed: 

Never so few, and never yet more need.
37

 

 

Northumberland’s remembrance of one dead person has made him forget the actions of 

another, which are also inspired by a dead person. Considering that Hotspur was 

Northumberland’s son, and that Richard’s death lies further in the past, this is not surprising. 

Yet Bardolph’s and Morton’s speeches have succeeded in restoring Northumberland’s 

memory of the dead Richard and eclipsing the memory of the dead Hotspur. For the time 

being at least, Northumberland has refocused his mind on the task at hand, which is to seek 

‘revenge’ for the rebels’ recent defeat at the hands of the king and further their aim of 

overthrowing Bolingbroke. As Francis Bacon observed, ‘Revenge triumphs over death’.
38

 The 

Archbishop’s reclamation of the rebels’ campaign as a civil war with a persuasive religious 

warrant has created ‘more need’ for more men to bring the fight for the country to a 

conclusion. 

Given that Northumberland was a key player in Richard’s deposition (in Richard II he 

joins with Bolingbroke’s forces on Bolingbroke’s return from exile) it is perhaps little wonder 

that he requires these continual reminders of the primary reason for continuing the rebels’ 

fight.
39

 Northumberland’s response to Richard has changed since Richard II, but since he was 

already against Bolingbroke in 1 Henry IV, 2 Henry IV shows only a continuation and 

reinforcement of his altered allegiances by those around him. Northumberland’s personal 

grief leads temporarily to him forgetting his publically altered political circumstances. In 

other words, his remembrance of his dead son momentarily dislocates his own actions from 

those around him, so that Bardolph and Morton must renew and continually affirm their 

commitment to overthrowing Bolingbroke on Richard’s behalf. 

Northumberland’s ‘This present grief had wip’d it from my mind’ is a poignant line, and 

expresses an emotion that will return to haunt Northumberland in Act 2 Scene 3. In a long 

speech of over 35 lines, his daughter-in-law Kate manages to persuade him to give up his 

campaign by causing him to remember Hotspur once more. Northumberland’s response 

reveals the effect that this particular memory has had on him: ‘Fair daughter, you do draw my 

spirits from me / With new lamenting ancient oversights’.
40

 This is as close as 

Northumberland gets to expressing regret at not being present at the battle in which Hotspur 

was killed in 1 Henry IV, and his emotional response provokes a physical one which 

ironically repeats history, since Northumberland decides to forsake his plans to meet the other 

rebels at Gaultree. The abandonment of his confederates is at the expense of his ‘honour’ and 

at the cost of the memories of Richard and the other rebels.
41

 The rebels’ aim is to secure 

‘safety’ for themselves and divine revenge for Richard and their other fallen allies. Their 
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means of achieving and justifying this objective is to keep fresh their memories of the dead, 

which furnish a political imperative to act. Shoshana Felman writes of the ‘haunting claim the 

dead have on the living, whose responsibility it is not only to remember but to protect the 

dead.’
42

 Yet Northumberland fails to privilege the ‘responsibility’ he has to ‘remember’ the 

dead Richard over his own ‘safety’ and the fresher memory of his dead son, which is why he 

fails to join the rebels at Gaultree. In dramatising Northumberland’s actions, the play shows 

‘the ephemeral or fleeting nature of memories […] acknowledged with the recognition that 

memories “fade” or threaten to wither or die and consequently need to be kept “alive”.’
43

 Kate 

successfully manages to keep the memory of Hotspur ‘alive’ in Northumberland and ‘fades 

out’ his memory of Richard; this is quite the opposite effect to that which Bardolph and 

Morton achieved in Act 1 Scene 1. Memories of Richard lead to Gaultree, but memories of 

Hotspur lead Northumberland to retreat to Scotland. Memories of the dead complicate 

Northumberland’s actions and confuse him: ‘Fain would I go to meet the Archbishop, / But 

many thousand reasons hold me back’.
44

 They drive the story in directions Northumberland 

could not have foreseen and lead him to prevaricate: ‘‘Tis with my mind / As with the tide 

swell’d up unto his height, / That makes a still-stand, running neither way’.
45

 Finally he 

vanishes from the play and from the second tetralogy, heading for Scotland, with only his 

memories for company. 

 

Shallow: ‘all shall die’ 

Act 3 Scene 2 opens with Justice Shallow speaking to his fellow Justice of the Peace, Silence, 

about his family – his daughter Ellen and his cousin William at Oxford. Because William is 

soon to attend the Inns of Court, Shallow is reminded of his own time there, and recalls his 

fellows, ‘little John Doit of Staffordshire, and black George Barnes, and Francis Pickbone, 

and Will Squele, a Cotsole man […] [and] Jack Falstaff, now Sir John’.
46

 But in thinking of 

Sir John, Shallow is distracted by morbid thoughts: 

 

SHALLOW The same Sir John, the very same. I see him break Scoggin’s head 

at the court gate, when a was a crack, not thus high; and the very 

same day did I fight with one Samson Stockfish a fruiterer, 

behind Gray’s Inn. Jesu, Jesu, the mad days that I have spent! 

And to see how many of my old acquaintance are dead! 

SILENCE  We shall all follow, cousin. 

SHALLOW Certain, ’tis certain, very sure, very sure. Death, as the Psalmist 

saith, is certain to all, all shall die. How a good yoke of bullocks 

at Stamford fair? 

SILENCE  By my troth, I was not there. 

SHALLOW Death is certain. Is old Double of your town living yet? 

SILENCE Dead, sire. 

SHALLOW Jesu, Jesu, dead! A drew a good bow, and dead! A shot a fine 

shoot. John a Gaunt loved him well, and betted much money on 

his head. Dead! A would have clapped i’th’clout at twelve score, 

and carried you a forehand shaft a fourteen and fourteen and a 

half, that it would have done a man’s heart good to see. How a 

score of ewes now? 

SILENCE Thereafter as they be; a score of good ewes may be worth ten 

pounds. 

SHALLOW And is old Double dead? 

SILENCE Here come two of Sir John Falstaff’s men, as I think.
47
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The Justices’ thoughts: 

 

occupy the central space of the play and thus can – and should – be heard as 

central to Shakespeare’s interests in this work. As the king’s Justices of the 

Peace, these old men are not placebos of ‘comic relief’ but localized and reduced 

versions of loftier concerns.
48

 

 

Shallow’s scenes open a different type of space to that offered by the rebels in which to 

consider memory. There is a linked relationship between the pastoral setting of Shallow’s 

world and the nostalgia in which he wallows, and yet he chooses to focus first on London, 

evoking the memory of the day he fought behind Gray’s Inn in a sentence so full of detail we 

can imagine the scene. Indeed, Giorgio Melchiori argues that ‘the life of the city is evoked 

more vividly in Justice Shallow’s nostalgic reminiscences than in direct on-stage 

presentation’.
49

 It is not a coincidence that Shallow first remembers urban London before 

thinking of rural Stamford, as he makes the link for the audience between the reminiscences 

of rebels and his own, while simultaneously pointing out their differences. Considering how 

vividly Shallow’s lines evoke life – ‘Jesu, Jesu, the mad days that I have spent!’ – it is 

interesting that they lead to a contemplation of death: ‘And to see how many of my old 

acquaintance are dead!’ The two are related because thinking about the past leads to the 

conclusion that time passes quickly and that all things will one day be past; Silence confirms 

that ‘We shall all follow, cousin’ and thus, ‘the scene is drenched in memory’.
50

 

Shallow’s answer that ‘Certain, ‘tis certain, very sure, very sure’ demonstrates his habit of 

repeating himself. The examples are too numerous to definitively catalogue here, but 

Shallow’s repetitions include ‘come on, come on, come on: give me your hand, sir, give me 

your hand, sir’; ‘Where’s the roll? where’s the roll? where’s the roll?  Let me see, let me see, 

let me see.  So, so, so, so, so, so, so’; and ‘Barren, barren, barren; beggars all, beggars all […] 

Spread, Davy, spread, Davy, well said, Davy’.
51

 Nicholas Grene remarks that ‘Shallow’s 

comic old man’s trick of repeating himself makes for an insistence on mortality even before 

Falstaff’s arrival, as he ruminates on the latest deaths among Silence’s neighbours.’
52

 The 

inordinate hilarity of the character may well hide the fact that the presentation of his speech 

actively directs attention to his engagement with memory, since Shallow’s repetitions show in 

miniature the unravelling of memory, as if he has lost the memory of what he has just said, or 

of what he was about to say. It may be that Shallow tries to control his memories through 

repetition, as if reinforcing them helps them to live again, but language is (at least in his case) 

unable to hold those memories in, or back. What Shallow ably demonstrates by his repetition 

as he gets stuck on a thought is the ease with which memories can become permanently 

attached to certain thoughts when they take the form of nostalgia. There is no doubt that 

Shallow’s memories are nostalgic and melancholy, as he yearns for days gone by, and this is 

catching: in many places Falstaff picks up on Shallow’s verbal spasm and echoes it back to 

him. Consider ‘well said, Master Shallow; deep, Master Shallow’; ‘No more of that, good 

Master Shallow, no more of that’; and ‘I come, Master Shallow, I come, Master Shallow’.
53

 

Yet there is an innocence to this nostalgia. Michael Kammen observes that ‘Nostalgia, with its 

wistful memories, is essentially history without guilt’, and as such is a type of remembering 

which is beyond the reach of rebels or court: Shallow’s memories of the dead have the luxury 

of being nostalgic precisely because he remembers those who died natural deaths, not those 

who were murdered or died in bloody battle.
54

 And yet, according to Naomi Conn Liebler, 

nostalgia is Rumour’s twin, since both are ‘equally unstable and forceful as a shaper of 

perceived truths and thus equally capable of moving action’.
55

 Nostalgia here finds a voice 

through old men (Shallow and Falstaff), but that does not diminish its resonance in the scene 
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and indeed in the play more widely. As Liebler concludes, ‘Like Rumour’s voice, once heard 

[Nostalgia] cannot be unheard.’
56

 

While Shallow reminisces about days gone by and thinks about death to come, he interjects 

with observations about the present. Immediately after remarking that ‘Death, as the Psalmist 

saith, is certain to all, all shall die’, he asks Silence the price of ‘a good yoke of bullocks at 

Stamford fair’. In one breath he has unintentionally put the humdrum economic concerns of 

country life on a par with a biblical observation about the universal nature of death. Shallow 

has once more inadvertently broached the topic of the relation of the living to the dead. He 

fails to be so blinded by his memories of dead ‘old acquaintance[s]’ that it detracts from his 

relationship with the living, or indeed defines or decides his activities in the present. This is in 

direct contrast to the undertakings of the rebels, whose memories of dead comrades so often 

determine their present course of action. 

Silence’s response to Shallow’s question is, ‘By my troth, I was not there’, but he might as 

well not have answered him at all, since Shallow is again distracted by the thought that ‘Death 

is certain.’ When he finds that ‘old Double’ is ‘dead’, it leads him to another memory of one 

of his ‘old acquaintance[s]’: 

 

Jesu, Jesu, dead! A drew a good bow, and dead! A shot a fine shoot. John a 

Gaunt loved him well, and betted much money on his head. Dead! A would have 

clapped i’th’clout at twelve score, and carried you a forehand shaft a fourteen 

and fourteen and a half, that it would have done a man’s heart good to see.
57

 

 

After Agincourt, Henry V lists the lords and nobles who died, but remarks that ‘of all other 

men’ ‘None else of name’ had perished.
58

 This is an example of Jacques Rancière’s 

observation that ‘death in history is not directly the indiscriminate death of anonymous 

people. It is, primarily, the death of those who bear a name; death that is an event.’
59

 This is 

something that the rebels, in their discussions in Act 1 Scene 1, also bear out. But Shallow 

remembers the death of the ‘little’ people, who appear nowhere else in the tetralogy; ‘Old 

Double’ is the most prominent example of this. That his name is ‘Double’ is significant: 

recalling him allows memories to duplicate as one leads to another. Liebler argues that ‘The 

name recurs in the dialogue as if remembrance could bring him back, as if the fact of a man’s 

death could be altered by invoking his name.’
60

 We know from Falstaff’s treatment in Henry 

V that even the name is not crucial – after all, Fluellen forgets Falstaff’s name, but remembers 

the man: ‘the fat knight with the great belly-doublet: he was full of jests, and gipes, and 

knaveries, and mocks; I have forgot his name’.
61

 The memory alone is enough to resurrect the 

dead, in a figurative sense. 

Shallow does not privilege Gaunt over Double; his memories work to democratise the 

play’s preoccupation with death, and give attention back to those who are not peers: as 

Shallow has it, ‘all, all shall die.’ It is a platitude that death is a great equaliser, but Shallow’s 

memories ensure that it is actively shown to be so, as Liebler confirms: ‘John of Gaunt is not 

remembered here as King Henry’s father or as the fourth of Edward III’s seven sons, but as a 

courtier who liked to bet on archery contests […] A levelling occurs here’.
62

 

The conclusion of Shallow’s story of ‘old Double’ is that ‘it would have done a man’s 

heart good to see’ the arrow hit the bull’s-eye from such a distance. We know no more about 

Double’s skill at archery than Shallow tells us; that the sight is no longer possible adds 

sadness to the nostalgia of Shallow’s tale. Yet once again Shallow’s reflection on death does 

not prevent him from focusing on the fullness of life; although the joy he remembers at 

witnessing old Double’s shot is now past, he relives some of that pleasure vicariously through 

the memory. ‘[C]arried you a forehand’ includes the ethical dative of ‘you’ which emphasises 

‘carried’, securing the men’s personal involvement with the story Shallow tells (or, at least, 



Death and Memory in Henry 2 IV 

__________________________________________________________________ 

10 

Shallow’s perception of that involvement, since it remains uncertain how ‘involved’ Silence 

is in the tale).  

But since hitting the bull’s-eye from that distance (‘twelve score’, or 240 yards) ‘appears to 

be an almost impossible feat, […] its intention may be to introduce Shallow as a nostalgic 

fantasist.’
63

 If we believe Falstaff, Shallow is telling incorrigible fibs: ‘every third word a 

lie’.
64

 Yet Shallow himself appears unaware of the deceits which Falstaff accuses him of. It 

may be that Shallow has forgotten his own exaggerations; Shallow’s distinctive digressive 

style could mask the fact that he is losing his grip on the events of his life, except that his utter 

commitment to the present moment in his talk of bullocks and ewes, is, however incongruous, 

firmly allied to the contemporary reality. In either case, later in the scene Falstaff clearly 

disputes Shallow’s memories of their youth and their dead acquaintances.
65

 But to what end? 

The key to that, I think, lies once more in Shallow’s repetitious language, to which I now 

return. 

When the Shallow-actor repeats himself after a short interval of time, he is giving early 

cues to the other actors on the stage. Elizabethan players had one to three words (and usually 

only one) given to them on their roll as a cue. Therefore, when the Falstaff-actor is waiting for 

the Shallow-actor to finish speaking to begin his turn, an early cue would result in the 

Shallow-actor being spoken over before he has finished his part, with the result that Shallow 

blindly continues to speak even when Falstaff attempts to speak.
66

 Consider this example of 

how the parts are written in a modern edition: 

 

SHALLOW Ha, ha, ha! Most excellent i’faith, things that are mouldy lack use: 

very singular good, in faith, well said, Sir John, very well said. 

FALSTAFF Prick him. 

 

The Falstaff-actor’s part would have looked like this (where [ ] indicates possible but unlikely 

cues, the length of the cue being between one and three words, and usually one): 

 

-------------------------------[very] [well] said. 

Prick him. 

 

What the Falstaff-actor would have heard is this: 

 

Ha, ha, ha! Most excellent i’faith, things that are mouldy lack use: very 

singular good, in faith, well said, Sir John, very well said. 

 

What the audience would have heard is this (where { } shows simultaneous speech): 

 

Ha, ha, ha! Most excellent i’faith, things that are mouldy lack use: very 

singular good, in faith, well said, { Prick him.    } (Prick him.) 

Sir John, very well said.
67

 

 

So, the Falstaff-actor interposes his line before his due time and the result is that Shallow 

carries on past what is necessary, and Falstaff appears impatient with Shallow. This happens 

throughout the scenes with Shallow: at least eight times at the words ‘good sir John’, 

‘Mouldy’, ‘Master Shallow’, ‘sir’, ‘no more of that’, ‘come’, ‘Davy’, and ‘Be merry’.
68

  The 

result of this is that it may appear to the audience that the actors have forgotten their lines, or 

are bungling their cues. It is easy to imagine that after this has happened once or twice in a 

performance, or even as part of the rehearsal process, such as it was, the actors might have 

been very careful that the other actor had finished their part before beginning their own; but 
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equally they might understand the amusement it is giving and continue to ‘come in’ 

deliberately as soon as they hear their cue.
69

 Indeed, Tiffany Stern thinks that Shakespeare 

‘directs’ the actors in his company through just such an intervention: ‘“premature” or “false” 

cue[s] – the part[s] that apparently give the actor who is to speak his cue[s] too early […] bare 

all the hallmarks of deliberate scripting.’
70

 By foregrounding the actors’ own memories in this 

way, Shakespeare seems to ‘want his actors to share in the surprise and tentativeness of the 

experiences he unfolds for his characters,’ as well as revealing the necessity of and the 

difficulty of memories, particularly in transgressing them.
71

 As with Rumour, Shakespeare is 

exemplifying a remembering which is complexly deceptive even to the holder of the memory, 

something that, as I mentioned above, Falstaff finds out about Shallow. For a playwright to do 

this is to demonstrate an acute, even painful awareness of his writing’s inability to contain or 

express memories fully. Shakespeare wants us to realise what is happening to memory here: 

that it can be manipulated and abused but never absolutely contained or controlled by anyone, 

particularly not when that person is emotionally involved in those memories, as they are when 

remembering the past – and the dead – as Shallow does. The actors – and the audience more 

generally, in their own lives – want to remember the right thing at the right time. But all too 

often – and to sometimes tragic or comic effect, as the rebels and Shallow show us – we 

remember the right thing at the wrong time, or at a time which is not ‘in sync’ with those 

around us. 

Grene remarks that ‘Falstaff by his association with the prince acquired a life, but he also 

acquired an old age and death.’
72

 And Shallow and Falstaff are old – in their seventies at least 

if Silence’s ‘fifty-five year ago’ is to be believed.
73

 Norberto Bobbio remarks that ‘The world 

of old people, all old people, is to a greater or lesser extent the world of memory. People say 

that ultimately you are what you have done, thought and loved.’
74

 But, as Simon Callow 

remarks, ‘Shallow plunges back into the past, a place to which Falstaff is by no means eager 

to follow.’
75

 Earlier in the play, Falstaff has begged Doll not to ‘speak like a death’s-head, do 

not bid me remember mine end’, and feared that ‘thou’t forget me when I am gone’, as indeed 

Fluellen does in Henry V.
76

 And it is true that the next play deals with Falstaff’s death in the 

first few scenes, and then forgets about him as a character; but despite his rejection at the 

close of 2 Henry IV, something, a trace of Falstaff, is left behind in Henry V. By being 

banished, and by dying, Falstaff becomes like King Richard before him, in that he is free to 

roam over the pages of the next play in others’ memories and in ours. In a delightful irony, 

Falstaff arguably becomes more powerful after death than he was before; he lives on in 

memories. Falstaff’s loss hangs in the air after the play ends, ‘outlasting the memory even of 

the glorious and necessary transformation of Hal into Henry V.’
77

 The smug Prince John and 

Chief Justice feel that they have concluded everything nicely, but nothing could be further 

from the truth, as the Epilogue of this play, and the next play, show us. Falstaff’s ‘survival’ in 

Henry V, such as it is, confirms that memories of the dead perform a seemingly miraculous 

task – they breathe life back into something that should be ‘as cold as any stone’.
78

 

The variety of styles employed in the play, exemplified by the chasm which gapes between 

the rebels and these ‘comic prose’ characters, demonstrates the ‘paces, pressures, and 

qualities’ that make up the disparate nation of King Henry IV.
79

 The energy and vitality of 

Shallow’s and Falstaff’s prose exist side-by-side with the poetry of the rebels’ scenes. E. M. 

W. Tillyard, rather understating the matter, argues that this variety ‘contrasts, and I believe 

was meant deliberately to contrast, with the comparative monotony of Richard II.’
80

 Ludwig 

Borinski writes that Shakespeare’s ‘sense of awkwardness in the total freedom of prose made 

him escape into artificiality,’ but these Gloucestershire scenes are not as artificial as they may 

appear; Shallow has an important link to ordinary life and the reality of the day-to-day, 

however much his nostalgia leads him backwards.
81

 Bakhtin could have been speaking of 

Shallow’s attitude when he wrote that ‘death is not a negation of life seen as the great body of 
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all the people but part of life as a whole – its indispensable component, the condition of its 

constant renewal and rejuvenation.’
82

 Through Shallow, Shakespeare has remembered the 

lower classes of the dead, and acknowledged death’s levelling effect. Shakespeare has 

demonstrated in his play a particular form of memory, a nostalgia which, while remembering 

the dead in a minor key, is much softer than the ‘revenge’ sought by the rebels. Through 

Shallow, Shakespeare has shown how the demands of the living can sit alongside the 

memories of the dead without acrimony. And through Shallow’s repetitious language, he has 

reflected on the way memory can equivocate, and lead astray the person remembering. 

Shallow reveals memories that can be disingenuous and unreliable. 
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