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x INTRODUCTION

had entered the field with revisions of earlier plays on the
wars of York and Lancaster, was content for a while to
range himself. Rickard IT1., however, remained his solitary
effort in Marlowesque, imitation was soon to glve way to
otiginality, and in Rickerd IT. and King Jokn he proved
that he had now felt his strength, and had left his pre-
decessors far behind. Nor was he destined to stop here;
in 1597 he took up the thread of the story which he
had dropped some three years earlier, and in the three
greatest dramas that have ever been founded on the history
of England, he set the crown upon his labours, and filled
up the gap which had besn left between the death of
Richard 11. and the accession of Henry V1. The popularity
of these three plays was at once assured by an innovation,
which in itself marks an epoch in the history of the drama.
Taking the hint from an earlier play, of which we shall
have more to say later, he grafted upon the serious portion
of his subject a comedy of “humours,” which was alone
enough to make the fortune of a dramatic performance of
far inferior merit. Such a favourite, indeed, was the leading
“ humorist * in these plays, that to judge from the numerous
allusions to him in documents, literary and non-literary, of
the seventeenth century, Falstaff shared with Hamlet the
honour of being the best known creation of Shakespeare.
As for the theatre-going public, they could never have
enough of him, and we may suspect that it was partly
with a view of soothing the indignation aroused by his
unlooked-for humiliation at the hands of his former patron
and ally, that the speaker of the epilogue to the Second
Part of Henry IV, was allowed to promise his admirers
a continuation of the story “with Sir John in it,” and






