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SHAKESPEARE'S HENRY V: A CRITICAL STUDY OF A

DRAMATIC CHARACTER

Henry V is an historical character about whom there are many

traditions and much controversy. King of England from March 21, 1413,

at the age of twenty-five, until his death August 13, 1422, he was much

beloved by his subjects. Eem~y V is perhaps better known in literature

than in history for he has been made famous by Shakespeare's splendid

trilogy of"Henry IV" parts I and II and "Henry V". To the Elizabeth-

an audience for which Shakespeare wrote these plays the actions of

Henry as prince and king were very popular. They enjoyed his scenes

with Falstaff and his fellows at Eastcheap, containing horseplay and

low pleasures; but they were also inspired by his bravery at Shrewsbury

as a prince, and later at Agincourt when he was king, also by the spirit

of patriotism which breathed through his speeches and actions. His

addresses to his men before Harfleur and Agincourt are splendid examples

of his courage, confidence in his men, and his piety.

By Shakespeare's day so much tradition had grown up about

Henry V that it is difficult to know just which is fact and which fic-

tion. As far as Shakespeare was concerned this difference between

historical evidence and tradition probably counted for little. He used

Holinshed and "Famous Victories" without any special historical discrim-

ination, I shall endeavor to portray Henry V according to evidence

accepted by a modern historian; then analyze his character as portrayed

by Shakespeare in the trilogy; after which I shall present a discussion

of the Shakespearian Henry by various critics and actors,

Robert Balmain Mowat introduces his reader to Henry V thus,-

"Henry V in his day was held to be the pattern of a chivalrous knight;
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round his name has centered the romance of medieval England; in his

person Shakespeare found already expressed the glory of the Elizabethan

Age; the symbol of our national aspirations. The character of Henry V

has many of the faults, but all the virtues of his time; and the memory

of virtues is constant; his kindness and good-fellowship; his bravery,

and sense of justice; his unremitting industry; his piety." ^ According

to the above quotation we shall expect to find him human because he

possessed faults as well as virtues; and as Shakespeare put into the

mouth of Mark Antony in the play "Julius Caesar" (act 3 scene 2)

"The evil men do lives after them;

The good is oft interred with their bones;

Hence, we shall expect to find both evil and good in the character of

Henry V.

1. Mowat, "Henry V" - page 2
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I. Modern Historical Appraisal of Henry V

From actual known facts, - records of the Privy Council, state

documents and papers, and his own letters to the Council we may glean the

following ideas as to the life and character of Henry V,

Henry of Monmouth was the first of four sons born to an upright,

noble, and courteous father. All the sons had talents of the highest

degree and careers which were short but full of glory. The birth of

Henry V was not important enough in the public estimation at the time to

be recorded. However, it is generally accepted that Henry V was twelve

years of age when his father ascended the throne of England, That would

mean that young Henry was born about 1387,

Mary de Bohun, Henry Vs mother, died in 1394 which interrupted

his home life. From then on King Richard II and Henry Beaufort, after-

wards Bishop of Winchester - " a sagacious and magnificent ecclesiastic""''-

undertook the care and guidance of Henry V,

The banishment of his father made no difference in the position

and prospects of Henry V. Richard II took much interest in Henry, even

after the latter 1 s father was banished, Richard saw to it that Henry V

received the education of a young nobleman. The king felt that Henry was

the heir to great responsibilities and he watched him grow up as an English

gentleman spending his time in religious exercises, field sports, and

studies, "Rhymed Verses" says that Henry exercised in falconry, fishing,

riding and walking, and gave himself to the learned counsels of his elders.

A tradition exists that he lived in Queen's College, Oxford about 1398,

occupying rooms in a gable which has since been destroyed. There is no

record of it in the college archives, yet it is not unlikely that he did

1, "Hen Mowat, "Henry V" - page 6

2. Mowat, "Henry V 1'- page 6
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reside there, for a time at least, as Henry Beaufort was Chancellor of the

University at that time. At any rate, Henry V always showed a great int-

erest in Oxford,

In May 1399, Richard made his second expedition to Ireland. He

liked to win the Irish by showing the attractions of English life to them,

so he took Henry V with him, who is described at that time as, - " a fair

young handsome bachelor, whose delicate features, large nose, high cheek

bones, combined with his natural vivacity to make him an ornament to any

court." 1

"When Richard II knighted Henry V, which was during this expedi-

tion in Ireland, he said, - " My fair cousin, henceforth be gallant and

bold, for unless you conquer, you will have little name for valor."

Meanwhile, Henry V f s fabher returned from his banishment and by

a revolution was placed upon the throne of England. His son knew nothing

of his father's actions which were kept very quiet. Hence, Henry IV 1 s

return with its results was as much of a surprise to Henry V as to Richard

II. When Richard questioned young Henry on that subject, he frankly ad-

mitted that he knew nothing about his father's plans.

Henry Vs education was almost finished when his father ascended

the throne. The young boy was soon entered upon a career of administration

and war from which he had no escape until his death. On November 8, 1399

Henry V was made Prince of Wales, Duke of Cornwall, and Earl of Chester,

The next year Owen Glendower in Wales rebelled against King Henry

IV and the young prince was sent down there to help put down the rebellion.

It proved a school of war to him. At the age of thirteen he learned from

experienced noblemen, and rapidly matured, finally taking the conduct of

the war upon himself.

1. Mowat, "Henry V" - page 9

2. Mowat, "Henry V" - page 9
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In 1403 the very nobles who had helped Henry IV to gain the

throne of England became dissatisfied and turned against him. The Percies,

who were located near the Scottish border and trying to keep it in subject-

ion, refused to send their prisoners, especially the Earl of Douglas, to

London when the King so commanded. Instead, the Earls of Northumberland,

and Worcester, with Hotspur, son of the latter, sent a defiance to Henry IV

and marched to Shrewsbury. This famous battle, fought July 21, 1403, was

not only important to Henry IV, but in that it showed his son leading a

division of the army as a commander. The prince was wounded in the face by

an arrow during the fight, but courageously refused to leave the field.

It was a great victory for Henry IV and a great honor for his son. How-

ever, the rebellion was not completely put down even then. The prince

remained in the field and gradually wore down the opposition, but success

came only through years of patient effort. Henry V grew up into a keen,

active soldier. At the age of nineteen he was still carrying out the war

in Wales with vigor and tenacity. In 1408 he employed all the knowledge

of siege which was then known and later applied it to his wars in France.

Henry V at the age of twenty-one was a tried soldier, a success-

ful commander due to the Welsh war. Everyone liked this handsome young

soldier, with his energetic bearing, love of sport, and aptitude for work.''"

When the war was over, there was no outlet for his surplus energy and we

soon find him making trouble at the capital.

It is to this stage in his life that the stories, which arose

at a later date, refer. Two of these stories which persist even to the

present day are that the prince led a wild and dissolute life at the

capital, and that his father resented the active part his son played in

the administration.

1. Mowat, "Henry V" - page 35
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There are a number of authorities for the career of Henry V

as prince. Oftthe Tudor historians the most important are Stow (1580),

Holinshed (1578), Hall, and Fabyan. Another very important source is

"The First English Life of Henry the Fifth" (1513), written partly by

1
Livius and partly by the fourth Earl of Ormode, The original sources,

especially of Henry's personal history, are "Elmham" and Livius*

Stow (1580) tells of Henry's playing highwayman in the following

words;- "Lived somewhat insolently, inasmuch that while his father lived,

being accompanied with some of his lords and gentlemen, he would wait in

disguised array for his own receivers and distress them of their money," ^

"The First English Life" (1513) transcribes Stow's account, while "Chronicle

of London" tells of a riot in Eastcheap !1410) between the men of London

and the king's sons Thomas and John, However, Henry's name is not

mentioned although he might have been there.

The story of prince Henry's striking the Judge of Gascoigne is

another which has come down to the present day, Thomas Elyot in "Boke

named the Gouvernour" (1531) gives an account of such an action. Later

Robert Redmayne in his life of Henry V (1540) repeated the same incident.

Specific statements from contemporary writers prove that Henry

V's conduct as prince was not above reproach, "Elmham" says, - "He

fervently followed the service of Venus as well as Mars, as a young man

might be burned with her torches, and other insolences accompanied the

M 3
years of his untamed youth,

1- Edited from the Bodleian MS by 0. L. Kingsford

2- Monat, "Henry V" - page 72 Stow, "Annals" - page 342

3- Mowat. "Henry V"- page 81
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But he further admits that most of the time the prince spent in

"honourable deeds of military service. "
1

Livius writes,- "He exercised

meanly the feats of Venus and iuars and other pastimes of youth so long

as the king his father lived." However, these charges are purely general.

There is no specific instanoe known.

It is certain there was disagreement between the prince and his

father. The cause of their misunderstanding was that the foreign policy

of the prince differed from that of his father. The Burgandian expedition

sent by the prince without his father's consent caused young Henry to be

discharged from the Council which was a public disgrace. However, Henry v*

went humbly to his father and in a conversation, which Shakespeare after-

wards made into a famous scene, becarre reconciled.

ctual contemporary references prove his interest in the affairs

and proceedings of the Privy Council and elsewhere • •*- youth who was con-

stantly at the Council table, a keen debater, a close student of affairs,

who had a policy of his own, is inconsistent with a roysterer, a man of low

companions, whose chief delight was in boisterous jokes. Assuredly Henry

V could not have been both types of person. It is impossible to go beyond

the records of the Privy Council which show that prince Hal was keenly

interested in the matters of government, and that he took an active part

in public business. This much is certain, says Lowat. Besides it is not

unlikely that a young soldier home from the war would sow some wild oats.

So the prince's youth must have been an active period spent mostly in

camp and at the council table, but at the same time his conduct was not

wholly good. However, his character as he lived and died was that of a

4
just and virtuous man.

1. fflowat,
"Henry V ." - page 81 3. Mowat, "Henry V" - page 38

2. Kowat, "Henry V". - page 81 4. Kowat, "Henry V" - page 39
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From authentic chronicles of the period we find the Beauforts,

w>o saw that this "brilliant and popular young prince had a firm policy of

his own, linked with the Lancaster family.

3eoause of his father's failing health, the Prince of ffales had

to take more and more of the responsibility of the government upon himself.

He was severely criticised and lost his place in the Council for sending

troops to France to help the Burgundians. (see above page 7) Henry IV

reproved his son ana for a while assumed the government himself, but not

for long, as he had a fatal attack inarch 20, 1413. Prince Henry was present

to receive his father's final blessing.

-s king, Henry V was the most impressive person in iSngland, the

administrator, statesman, and soldier.^" The accounts of his actions after

his ascension to the throne in the chronicles and state papers back up

these statements, but before that time' there is much legend, tradition,

and rumor.

On March 21, 1413 when Henry V came to the throne of England he

was twenty-five yeara old. He is described as tall, slender, strong-boned,

and nervous. His head from his brow down was long and beautifully moulded,

with a high smooth brow( revealing a strong and wholesome mind). His hair

was dark brown, thick and uncurled; his nose straight, well suiting his long

face; his complexion ruddy; eyes clear and bright, mild in repose, lion-like

in anger; firm even teeth, and a white skin. His general aspect was amiable

and dignified. He possessed every quality which made for popularity. Not

only was he s great soldier but he also excelled in leaping and running as

an athlete; he was a good huntsman. When on a campaign he showed the great-

est endurance; he had an indomitable will and was never known to flinch at

1. iiowat, "Henry V " - page 60
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a wound ( note the battle of Shrewsbury above) or turn his eye 6 from the

smoke and dust of battle.

~s king his personal habits were of the best. He was moderate

in both eating and drinking. He was gentle and accessible to his subjects,

a practical judge; he was staid in both mind and countenance. Fenry V be-

came one of the best and most lovable characters in English history.*

It is notable that in the session of the first parliament of

Henry V there bagan a harmony which made him the first monarch to be un-

troubled by dissensions in the national councils."

The first crisis of Kenry V's reign was with the Lollards, who

believed that all prelates should be adequately provided for, but none

should have large incomes or possessions. The chief Lollard at the time was

air John Cldcastle, who had fought under Henry IV and had been attached in

some way or other to the household of the prince. Henry V admired and liked

him, yet Oldcastle's heresy caused Henry some doubts. After much controversy

and many threats to the king, Oldcastle Was captured, brought to London for

trial, and judged to be executed and his body burned. Henry V was a loyal

son of the church and never synpathized with Lollardy. At the same time he

showed no great enthusiasm for persecution " except when they were

mixed up with political rebellion," and at no time was he a blind supporter

of the church. However, Oldcastle did not confine his actions to the

church, but mixed with political affairs which made him come in conflict

with Henry V. Hence, the persecution of all Lollards, Cldcastle in particular.

1. Mowat, "Henry V " - page 88

2. Mowat, "Henry V" - pap-e 90

3. I-owat, "Henry V" - page 47
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King Henry V had definite aims and he kept them constantly be-

fore him. It was not merely a desire for glory which led him to France,

nor was it the influence of the English prelates ( as Shakespeare would

have us believe, turning his interest tc a foreign conquest to divert him

from disendowing the church). Everything in Henry's life shows that he be-

lieved sincerely in the justice of his cause. His determination to win

"his rights" and his "just inheritance" are not merely figures of speech

but are mentioned freely in his diplomatic correspondence.

Henry IV had fought against the infidel when a young man and as

king wanted to lead a crusade, but was prevented by conditions at home, for

the facts are that he was far from safe on the throne. His son, Henry V,

who was warlike and chivalrous, pious, and a reader of history, admired

Godfrey of Bouillon and wanted to carry out his father's plans by making a

crusade of the combined French and English forces. Fence, Henry V not only

claimed France in his right but in order to carry out the plans for a crusade.

A.t any rate, whatever his motives, there is no doubt that he fervently be-

lieved in the justice of his cause, and the soundness of his claim to the

French crown.
1 His belief in this right grew stronger all his life.

Proof of that is found in his career; "sometities he seems to have looked

upon himself as a national English king, a knight, a warrior;" sometimes

"as a chosen vessel of God for uniting England and France, for healing the

2
sor.ism in the church, for conquering the infidel." His success in France

seeded to prove the justice of his cause.

Henry V did not go to France until after due deliberation, and

after he had asked the advice of his nobles and prelates. They recommended

the sending of ambassadors to France to negotiate with the French, and in the

1. tiowat, "Henry V" - page 105

2. kowat, "Henry V" - page 106
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meantime, they made preparations for invading France. The results of the

negotiations were not satisfactory so the French sent the envoys to England

who were graciously received by the king. Their conduct however can not

be spoken of so highly. These French envoys spoke defiantly to Henry V

and said that "with the help of God and the Virgin, Henry v.ould be driven

out of France, or be captured, or die there." The king calmly listened to

this defiance, dismissed the envoys with a safe conduct and handsome presents

then began to mobilize his forces. Henry V personally supervised the detail

and -planned everything with great care.

Just s all was in readiness and the English were about to set sail

2
"the popular young king" was faced with a conspiracy against his life,

which he quickly crushed.

Henry V and his army landed in France near Harfleur. Good disci-

pline was maintained in the English army and common humanity wa3 shown. On

landing Henry V made a proclamation that no churches should be plundered, no

priests, children, or women ill-treated.

The English laid siege to the town of Harfleur and finally suc-

ceeded in capturing it. The king himself was an energetic and able officer

during the siege. He laid aside all signs of royalty and inspected the lines

in person. The losses of the English, the illness of the men made the push-

ing further into France a question. Henry V called a council of his barons

who advised returning to England. This troubled the king and he bravely

made answer, - " I have a great desire to see my lands and places that

should be mine by right. T.et them assemble their greatest armies, there is

hope in God that will hurt neither my army nor me. I will not suffer them,

puffed up with pride, to rejoice in misdeeds, nor unjestly, against God, to

possess my goods. They would say that through fear I had fled away, acknow-

1. kowat, "Henry V" page 116

2. Mnvat, "Henry V" - p£ge 124
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ledging the injustice of my cause. 3ut I have a mind, my brave men, to

encounter all dangers, rather than let them "brand your king with words of

ill-will. -Vith the favour of God we will go unhurt and inviolate, and,

' 1
if they attempt to stay us, victorious and triumphant in all glory."

The English did not return to England, hut pushed on into France which shows

not only the determination of the king, hut also of the men who followed

ungrudgingly against their judgment.

The march from Karfleur was rem rkably well conducted and testi-

fies to the powers of leadership of Henry V. On the way to Calais the king

gave an order to his archers which was also used successfully the next week

at Agincourt. "The king made an order throughout the whole army, that each

archer should prepare and fashion himself one stake or stave, square or round,

six feet in length, and of proportionate breadth, sharpened at each end,

commanding that when the army of the French should approach, to give battle

and to break the stations of the archers b; j means of their squadrons of

horse, each man should fix his stake in front before him, and others should

fix their stakes immediately between the rest but a little further back,-

one end to be fixed in the ground, the other to slope upv/ards towards the

enemy, at the height of a little more than the middle of a man ; so that

when the charging cavalry come near, they would be terrified by the sight

of the stakes, and withdraw, or else, reckless of their own safety, both

horse and man should imperil themselves upon the stakes."

It was soon after this that an English knight, Sir ".Valter

Hungerford, wished the king had ten thousand men, who were in England,

added to the English forces in France. Henry V bravely made answer, - "You

speak foolishly, for by the Heaven of God, on whose grace I rely, and in

whom is my firm hope of victory, I would not, even if I could, have one

1. ^owat, "Henry V" - pages 135 & 136

2. Merot, "Henry V" - pages 143 & 144
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man more than I have. Do you not believe that the Almighty can with His

small humble army overcome the pride opposed to us by the French, who glo-

rify themselves with their numbers and their own strength?"
1

The night before the battle of Aginccurt the rtoglish army moved

in absolute silence out of the trap set by the French, and at daybreak

they found the English in battle array opposite them. Before the battle

Henry V held prayers and celebrated the mass. The English "king courageously

led his men on foot and distinguished himself in the fight. The Duke of

Mencon attacked the king and struck off a piece of his crown, but Henry V

escaped uninjured. The stakes of the archers proved very successful in

repelling the French. After the battle Henry thanked God on the battlefield

and also thanked his army for their services. Upon reaching Calais the

English army embarked for home. The French prisoners with them were sea-

sick and marveled at the composure of King Henry V who seemed unaffected

2
by the waves ••:

There w;, s a great reception to Henry V .when he reached London,

but he rode through the streets " with a countenance almost unmoved."

By his quiet and sober expression he showed the people that he gave the

glory of his success not to himself but to God alone. He was even unwilling

to show his helmet and crown battered in the fight at Agincourt.

A devout Catholic, Henry V was anxious for the unity of the

church and soon after his return from France came into personal r elat ions

with Emperor Sipismund, through whose efforts the schism in the church was

finally ended. Sigismund was alirost as great a man as Henry V and the two

had, in their lofty ambitions and wide ide-;s, much in common, but the former

1. T~owat, "Henry V" - page 149

2. ^owat, "Eenrv V" - page 161

3. i>uOwat, "Henry V" - page 163
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lacked the practical genius and self-restraint of the latter. -vhile

Sigismund was in England in the interests of the church, the French

attacked Harfleur and tried to regain what they had lost from the English.

The Duke of Bedford was sent to reclaim the English possessions and Henry

V prayed for the success of his men, Bedford was successful especially

in relieving Harfleur,

Later Sigismund and Henry V went to France and tried to secure

a peace between the French and the English in the interests of the church.

However it could not have been very successful, fur Henry V, shortly after

his return to England prepared for a second expedition to France, and as

before he personally supervised the preparations. The first expedition was

dazzling and glorious, but without result. Henry V Hj.d shown himself as a

1
brilliant fighter and a great leader of men. But in this second expedition

he displayed profound strategy; he was a really constructive general. Henry

V personally conducted the sieges with the greatest prudence and care.

Several tires Henry V and the Dauphin of Francs met to make pe;.ce, but with-

out success. Finally the treaty of Troyes established peace between France

2
and England which made Henry V ''King of England and Heir of France " and

gave him the beautiful Katherine of Fr. nee for his bride. Before Henry

could return to England he had to subdue the rest of France which he did

without delay, after placing his wife and the French royal family in safety.

-'hen Henry V with his aieen returned to England the reception they

received was equal to that of his return after Agincourt. After the coro-

nation of Katherine as -*ueen of England, the royal pair made a 'progress' 1

through the land as was the custom of medieval monarchs. It was at this

time Henry V received word that he was sorely needed in France, so he started

1. Mowat, "Henry V" - page 194

3. Vewat, "Henry V" - page 235
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out on what proved to be his last expedition to Franee. During this stay

due to the tedious strain of sieges Henry's health "began to fail him. He

was overjoyed when he received news of an heir and seemed to work harder

than ever for a time.

Later the Queen and her son joined Henry V in Frao.ce so there were

two courts - the English court and the French court, of which the former

was the larger and the more "brilliant. Henry went out on expeditions,

against the uprisings led by the Dauphin, until he was stricken at Corbeil

with his final illness. .»

rith his characteristic courage and determination

he tried to ride back to Paris but the terrible pain forced him to submit

to a horse-litter. Fcr three weeks he suffered before he passed away on

August 31, 1422. During those last weeks he showed, as always, the great-

ness of his spirit; he calmly made plans and arrangements for the carrying

on of his work.

Henry's last words to his brother, uncle, and seven or eight

counsellors have bean preserved to us by "Elmham", Henry says the time

has come for him to die if in the time of my reign, I have ruled other-

wise than I ought, or if I have done any injustice to anyone - as I believe

I have not - I humbly ask pardon. For the good services, rendered tc me

especially in the wars, I give thanks to you, and to your fellow-soldiers.

It was not ambitious lust for dominion, nor for empty glory, nor

for worldly honour, nor any other cause, that drew me to these wars, but

only that by suing for my just title, I might at once gain peace and my own

own rights. And before the wars were begun, I was fully instructed by men

of the holiest life and wisest council, that I ought and could with this

intention begin the wars, prosecute them, and justly finish them, without

danger to my soul."
1

His last words as he departed this life were, -

1. ^owat, "Henry V " - page 281
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"Into the hands, Lord, thou lust redeemed this life."

The King's body, after embalming, was placed in a wooden coffin

and started on its way to Calais from whence it was sent to Lngland. After

paying their last respects to his body, and after due religious observances

the English buried Henry V November 7, 1422 amid the tombs of his ancestors.

The personal qualities of Henry V were such as to endear him to

all his subjects and make him a popular character in history. Eis most

notable quality, justice, was given by contemporary chroniclers of both France

and England. No better tribute could be paid to him than that of the French

historian, - who had no love for the English, - Juvenal des Ursins, who writes,

"The said King in his time, at least since he came to France, had been of a

high and great courage, valiant in srms, prudent, sage, and a great Justicier,

who without exception of persons, did as good justice to little as to Treat

persons, according to tie need of the case. He was feared and reverenced by

all his relatives, subjects, and neighbors." After sifting all the evidence

the modern Frenchman says Henry V was "severe and hard, but one who kept his

word." His justice was not influenced by either sentiment or social

feeling.

Henry's industry was shown in the administration of the government

in England and the organizat ion of his campaigns abroad. He had to rely

almost wholly upon himself, for he had few noble Englishmen to help him,

while other kings had had many wise and noble counsellors. He administered

law and justice, he planned wars and led his armies.

Singled with his dashing spirit was a coolness and prudence which

1. Lowat, "Henry V" - page 284

2. Herat, "Henry V" - pages 297 & 296

3. ^owat, "Henry V" - page 298












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































