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ñNow Thrive the Armorersò: 
Arms and Armor in Shakespeare 

 
On Exhibit June 5 through September 9, 2008 

 
Washington, DC ï Knights on horseback charging across battlefields is one of the most vivid pictures we have 
of the middle ages, yet our concept of these aristocratic warriors is heavily influenced by ideas and weaponry 
from Shakespeareôs day. In ñNow Thrive the Armorersò: Arms and Armor in Shakespeare, viewers are brought 
face-to-face with a wide-ranging collection of armor and weaponry dating from the fifteenth through 
seventeenth centuries, an era when the nature of warfare was rapidly changing. The exhibition centers on 
Shakespearean plays in which arms and armor figure prominently while also exploring ñreal worldò weapons 
and fighting techniques from the period.  
 
Showcasing over 40 items from the Higgins Armory Museum, the largest collection of medieval arms and 
armor outside of Europe, with 34 books, manuscripts, and works of art from the Folger collection, ñNow Thrive 
the Armorersò aims to ñshow things people were wearing, and what people were reading,ò says curator Jeffrey 
Forgeng.  
 
The tragic fencing match between Hamlet and Laertes in Hamlet, Tybalt and Mercutioôs bloody duel in Romeo 
and Juliet, and the grisly showdown between Hotspur and Prince Hal in Henry IV pivot on the use of weaponry 
with dramatic and fatal consequences.      
 
Armor construction and design changed significantly from the thirteenth century to the sixteenth century.  
Mounted knights lost their importance as infantry units became the primary fighting force. Firearms were 
increasingly dominant, and it was becoming impossible to wear armor heavy enough to stop a musketball. 
Plate armor, which consisted of metal plates covering the wearerôs torso and limbs, reached peak production 
rates, yet soldiers were shedding their armor on campaigns. As a result, battle armor became less extensive 
and, in some cases, more aesthetic.  
 
ñThey hung onto armor long after it had lost its usefulness. And I think thatôs cultural and emotional. So a knight 
putting on armor in the sixteenth century is protecting himself for a real fight, and also associating himself with 
knights of the semi-legendary past,ò Forgeng said.  
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With a change in weaponry and armor came a change in military structure. Armies once led by aristocratic 
knights now resembled modern military bureaucracies. In civilian life, private duels and armed insurrections 
were seen as serious threats to social stability, and popular opinion swung against those who took the law into 
their own hands. Violence as a means to enforce justice and ensure stability became the prerogative of the 
state, not individuals.  
 
Exhibition highlights include a deadly and highly versatile medieval longsword, a gauntlet worn by King Philip 
of Spain (husband to Englandôs ñBloody Maryò), and a stunning suit of field armor believed to have been owned 
by Henry Herbert, the second Earl of Pembroke. Military treatises with state-of-the-art advice on weapons and 
tactics, fencing manuals, and depictions of armorðincluding designs for both the battlefield and for fashionð
from the Folger collection will also be displayed.     

 ñNow Thrive the Armorersò: Arms and Armor in Shakespeare juxtaposes the changing nature of combat in 
early modern England with the varied roles that weapons and those who wield them play in Shakespeareôs 

texts. Arms and armorðboth onstage and in the fieldðtell the complex stories of cultural transformation that 

illuminate the violence, glamour, and conflicts in Shakespeareôs plays and his world.  
 

About the Curator 

Jeffery Forgeng is the curator at the Higgins Armory Museum, the only museum in the Western Hemisphere 
solely dedicated to arms and armor. He teaches at Wooster Polytechnic Institute and is the author of Daily Life 
in Stuart England, The Art of Combat: A German Martial Arts Treatise of 1570 (with Joachim Meyer), and The 
Medieval Art of Swordsmanship: A Facsimile & Translation of Europeôs Oldest Personal Combat Treatise, Ro 
Yal Armouries MS I.33.  
 
Bettina Smith, special consultant on the exhibition, has worked as a cataloger at the Cleveland Museum of Art 
and is currently a member of the Folgerôs Photography and Digital Imaging department. 

RELATED PROGRAMS 

 
Wednesdays  
Folger Lectures: Pre-Performance Tour  
Enjoy a docent-led tour of ñNow Thrive the Armorersò prior to the Wednesday, 7:30pm performance on June 
11. This short tour ends by 7:15pm. Meet at the First Folio in the Great Hall. 
 
 
VISITOR SERVICES 

Tours  

Monday - Friday at 11am and Saturday at 11am and 1pm 
Folger Docents offer guided tours of the exhibition, as well as the Folgerôs national landmark building, free of 
charge.  No advance reservations required. 
 
 


