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In Shakespeare’s Henry V, Shakespeare intended to portray Henry as an ideal king.  There is sufficient evidence to prove this through many aspects of the play. This includes the political situation of the late sixteenth century, Henry’s relationship with the Catholic Church, his relationship with God and the biblical imagery that he is shown to duplicate, the audience’s ethical views on the French war, the construal of Henry’s past, his unwavering devotion to the people of England, and his speeches. Henry might not fit into our modern day role of ideal leadership, though Shakespeare portrayed Henry in positive light.


During the time period in which Shakespeare wrote Henry V the people of England were going through a lot of change. There was a ruling Queen on the throne that would not marry, a conversion form Catholicism to Protestantism, an unstable economy, a large famine and unemployment was very high. In writing the play it is evident that the environment Shakespeare was living in shaped his version of the historical Henry V.  It would have been politically correct at that time to both emphasize and supported royal lineage passed on through the female, which Sheakspeare did during the beginning of his play. Near the end, the portrayal of the queen of France, a woman in leadership holding her own in a room full of men would also signify support of queen Elizabeth. Another verification that Shakespeare is writing for the culture that he was in can be seen through the religious emphasis throughout the play. The time period in which historical Henry V lived was tremendously influenced by the Catholic Church, which at the time was seen in only positive light. The play Henry V was written in a time when Catholicism was shunned, but religion, as long as it was protestant, was necessary for an ideal king. This forced Shakespeare to be delicate when dealing with the subject of church: he wanted a king strongly religious but not very Catholic. Some might interpret the ‘back room deal with the church’ taking place between the Archbishop of Canterbury and Henry, as more of a slander on the character of the Catholic Church than on Henry. I find merit in this view because of a line that Canterbury states in regards to King Henrys opinion on the matter of trading favors. 

He seems indifferent, 

Or rather swaying more upon our part 

Than cherishing th' exhibitors against us;

For I have made an offer to his Majesty (1.1.12-15)

One could argue that Henry was not the one to suggest the bribe, Canterbury was. Henry was indifferent. When Canterbury says that Henry seemed to be leaning towards the church in the matter, it could just be showing that Henry is a good politician. He does not promise anything to the church but he still makes them feel like he is on their side. 


Henry is shown as a strongly religious man through the many stressful and hopeless situations which would overwhelm any other person, but in Henry we find that he responds by speaking of God, to God, or using scripture. He also subconsciously plays out at least three biblical stories that would be known to his audience. In dealing with the three traitors, Henry’s actions parallel the actions of the ruler in Jesus’ Mathew 18 parable. Later in the play Henry’s situation and language are found to be very similar to Jesus himself during his night in the garden of Gethsemane before his death. Jesus said to his disciples, "Sit here while I pray" (Holy Bible, Mark 14.32b). Both men isolate themselves from their followers to contemplate their impending death and the heaviness of men’s souls weighing down the balance of their actions. Shakespeare parallels this with Henrys statement to his followers, “I and my bosom must debate awhile,/And then I would no other company”(4.1.32-33). In the last case, Henry imitates Gideon before and after the battle of Agincourt. Gideon won a battle with a significantly smaller army than his opponent and gave all credit to God, also parallels Henry’s battle in it’s details.

The LORD said to Gideon, "You have too many men for me to deliver Midian into their hands. In order that Israel may not boast against me that her own strength has saved her, announce now to the people, 'Anyone who trembles with fear may turn back and leave Mount Gilead.' " So twenty-two thousand men left, while ten thousand remained (Judges, 7.2-3).

Henry makes an almost identical statement to his men when he says:

That he which hath no stomach to this fight,

Let him depart. His passport shall be made,

And crowns for convoy put into his purse.(4.3.37-39)

Both army’s knew that they only way that they could win was with Gods help and if God was helping them it did not matter how many men they had. 



Henry’s killing of prisoners in the battle of Agincourt sound very inhumane according to modern standards but the practical reason for this was that they would loose the battle if they had English men looting prisoners instead of fighting. The fact that Henry appears to go to war in a hasty manner might appear to be a sign of a power hungry king. I would agree if this were to take place in modern times; however, one must take into account sixteenth century culture. Shakespeare’s audience would not have seen Henry’s actions as unethical for two reasons: first, he was going into battle with the despised French: foreigners who were taking scarce jobs away from English workers. Secondly, the audience could relate to Henrys situation and even justify his actions. The decision to go to war had practical reasons: Henry sat on a very unstable throne, he started with a bad past image, his subjects would have a hard time trusting him to rule wisely knowing that he was such a partier in his past. He was on a throne that his father, Henry IV (or Bolingbroke, 1399-1413) took from the rightful ruling monarch Richard II (1377-99). This would make it easer for a usurper to legally gain access to the throne. Lastly, other political figures were publicly slandering him; this meant that his options were do nothing and, in his weak position admit that he was not a strong king or he could act with authority and indignation giving himself the chance to prove himself to his people. Choosing the latter would protect him and his public image potentially fixing most of his instability problems.


Another prospective slur on Henrys moral fiber was his past. However with further insight, I find Henry intelligent and very adept at hiding it. Canterbury, a person of high education, finds Henry to have changed into an exceedingly accomplished individual in his theology, commonwealth affairs, oration, and knowledge of politics seemingly over night (1.1.25-59). He is a master of self-control and manipulation if he was able to convince everyone around him that he was just a party boy, while at the same time he was acutely instructing himself on important matters that would pertain to a king’s reign. One might ask what the purpose of the act might be. A hint is dropped when the Constable speaking of Henry to the king of France says,

And you shall find his vanities forespent

Were but the outside of the Roman Brutus,

Covering discretion with a coat of folly,(2.2.90-93) 

He refers to Roman Brutus, or Lucius Junius Brutus, a figure from roman history that had very legitimate grievances against the king and seized his throne through tricking the king into underestimating him by playing an idiot. Shakespeare may have added this to show that Henry wanted potential enemies to underestimate him. And if this was the case it worked against the French very effectively.


Henry’s relationship with his father, Bolingbroke, was less than desirable and I think that some of Henry’s actions may have been a result of their relationship. During his reign Bolingbroke was not interested in what the people of his country had to say and in contrast you see Henry go out of his way to be devoted to the people of England. He shows that he has died unto himself and lives only for the people who he serves. This is demonstrated when you see him struggle with his old self, a past with friends and parties, and his new identity, enslaved to his subjects and devoted to being a just and upright leader. This forces the audience through the same disappointments as Henry goes through when you see Henry’s show his past friends that they cannot depend on him to treat them with favors like a friend should. When the traitors are being sentenced Henry sates,

You have conspired against our royal person, 
Join'd with an enemy proclaim'd and from his coffers
Received the golden earnest of our death; 
Wherein you would have sold your king to slaughter,
His princes and his peers to servitude,
His subjects to oppression and contempt
And his whole kingdom into desolation.
Touching our person seek we no revenge;
But we our kingdom's safety must so tender,
Whose ruin you have sought, that to her laws
We do deliver you.(2.2.168-178)

He shows that if it were just up to him they could go free ‘Touching our person seek we no revenge’, but that his personal opinion is no longer ruler of his decision making. Henry is now ruled by the part of himself that is the king of England.


One reason Shakespeare intended that Henry be seen as an ideal king is that it was politically correct to support English ruling monarchs. He carries this out by associating Henry with Christianity but not as strongly with the Catholic Church and he parallels Henry with positive figures in the Bible. The War, although shunned in modern times, would have been accepted by his audience and Henry’s past was explained as not a loss of self control but rather a time to learn about the people he was to rule and perhaps encourage enemies to underestimate him. His devotion to his people and not to his former life was shown in many parts of the play. The last aspect where Shakespeare displays Henry in positive light is by the power of his oration. This can be noted in his speech right before the battle of Agincourt when the mood of his men was so altered by Henry’s compelling speech that they won. Henry told them exactly what they needed to hear to win, he was exactly what they required. Henry was perfect for them and an ideal king.
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