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  INTRODUCTION




  Shakespeare liked history. More than one in three of his plays owe their storylines to the lives of real people, from the Roman upstart Coriolanus in the fifth century BC to

  Henry VIII, whose eventful reign ended just a few years before Shakespeare’s birth. The Bard, who borrowed the plots, in whole or part, of all his plays from earlier sources, factual or

  fictional, knew historical dramas about British sovereigns went down particularly well with audiences. Today’s popular obsession with royal affairs – their loves and marriages as well

  as their intrigues and wars – is the perpetuation of a very old custom indeed.




  The Chorus that opens Act I (and every other act) of Henry V, grandly proclaims the play’s vaunting intent to depict the magnificence of its central figure, the King, and his

  achievements:




  

    

      

        

          

            O for a Muse of fire, that would ascend




            The brightest heaven of invention,




            A kingdom for a stage, princes to act




            And monarchs to behold the swelling scene!


          


        


      


    


  




  The address quickly moves on to apologizing for the playwright’s impertinence in trying to convey the glories of the monarch in a mere theatre. He seeks pardon for the players that they

  should dare




  

    

      

        

          

            On this unworthy scaffold to bring forth




            So great an object: can this cockpit hold




            The vasty fields of France? or may we cram




            Within this wooden O the very casques




            That did affright the air at Agincourt?


          


        


      


    


  




  This prologue fulfils the dual function of setting the exciting theme of the play and of reassuring the ruling class that the utmost loyalty to the Crown will be observed throughout. It’s

  a wise precaution. In Shakespeare’s own lifetime, his works were staged not just in London theatres such as the Curtain and the Globe, but in the principal royal palace of the city,

  Whitehall. Queen Elizabeth I and from 1603 her successor King James I almost certainly joined the courtly audiences gathered in the palace’s Banqueting Hall for performances. There is no sure

  evidence that the Queen saw Henry V – it was written late in her reign, in 1599, when she was somewhat withdrawn from public life and in declining health – but she would have

  approved heartily of its theme. Henry V, who died in 1422, was remembered among the most glorious of medieval monarchs, a strong, unifying ruler at home and a courageous champion of England’s

  interests abroad. He and the Virgin Queen had much in common.




  The play makes plenty of reference to the connections. Much is made of King Henry’s Welshness. He was a Plantagenet, but born at Monmouth. Elizabeth was the last Tudor, a Welsh dynasty

  founded by soldier Owen Tudor, who fought at Agincourt and later married Henry V’s widow, Catherine of Valois. Their grandson became Henry VII, the first Tudor monarch, and grandfather of

  Elizabeth.




  In the play, Henry V is embarking on war with France in pursuit of the rightful claim he says he has on the French throne. He is denied it under the Salic Law, which barred succession to the

  crown of France by, or through, women. Edward III, Henry’s great grandfather, had claimed the throne of France through his mother Isabel, sister of French king Charles IV, after her

  brother’s death in 1328, but the throne was seized by Philip VI, the first Valois king of France. In 1337, determined to press his claim, Edward III invaded France, igniting the conflict we

  now know as the Hundred Years War. While Edward won spectacular battles including Crecy in 1346 and Poitiers in 1356, securing Normandy, he did not succeed in taking over the French crown before

  his death in 1377. When his later successor Henry V invaded France in 1415, he was merely continuing the same conflict, with the same avowed aim.




  Had Salic Law pertained in England, Elizabeth would not have become Queen. This might have encouraged Shakespeare, as a loyal subject, to pen the Archbishop of Canterbury’s long

  disquisition on the matter in Act I Scene 2 of Henry V. The prelate tells the King the law was a thoroughly dubious piece of discrimination favoured in the ninth century by Charles the

  Great, better known now as Charlemagne, Christian conqueror of large parts of Europe and prototype Holy Roman Emperor. This zealous king of the Franks, says the Archbishop, subscribed to a

  convention laid down by the first of all Frankish kings, Pharamond (probably a mythical figure), who had ruled over the German lands between the rivers Elbe and Sala until he died back in 426, and

  held ‘in disdain the German women/ For some dishonest manners of their life’. He had consequently imposed the ‘Salique’ law to ensure no female would succeed him, ever.

  French dynasties, says Canterbury, subsequently co-opted this irrelevant impost in their own illegitimate interests. The Archbishop finally rules Salic Law a heresy, quoting no less an authority

  than the Old Testament on the matter:




  

    

      

        

          

            For in the book of Numbers is it writ,




            When the man dies, let the inheritance




            Descend unto the daughter.


          


        


      


    


  




  If it seems curious that the King should consult the clergy about his claim on the French throne, in effect seeking permission to wage war, it’s worth knowing that at this time, the church

  was vastly rich and wielded power in state matters. Churchmen and statesmen were interchangeable. This of course is the Pre-Reformation Catholic Church, a very much more political entity than the

  Anglican church of Shakespeare’s time. So significant is the role of the church that Shakespeare opens the play with a scene between two senior clerics scheming to encourage the King to go to

  war, partly because it might distract him from one of his policies at home, namely reform of the church. This, they fear, would extend to depriving it of much of its wealth (exactly what Henry VIII

  was to do 120 years later). Canterbury warns his colleague the Bishop of Ely (one of the richest of all England’s sees) that the bill in parliament




  

    

      

        

          

            If it pass against us,




            We lose the better half of our possession:




            For all the temporal lands which men devout




            By testament have given to the church




            Would they strip from us


          


        


      


    


  




  Henry V did have plans to dispossess the church, and had to contend with the powerful reform movement the Lollards, who believed in the word of the scriptures over the doctrine of the Catholic

  church, and were not immune from stirring up dangerous civil unrest. These were the last years of the Great Schism, in which the unity of the Roman church was torn apart when the French, then in

  political control of Rome, refused to accept the election of an Italian pope in 1378 and appointed their own French pontiff, based in Avignon. The nations of the western world divided over which

  pope to follow, and the church as a whole exposed itself to ridicule and doubt by claiming that two or even three direct descendants of St Peter, diametrically opposed to each other’s views,

  could be representing the deity on Earth at the same time. It is among Henry V’s less-recognised achievements that he steered the nation through this crisis, controlling the Lollard uprising

  as well as the turbulent church.




  But Henry V is principally a play about the war. With his claim on the French throne unanimously backed by the church and his court, including his own brothers the dukes of Bedford and

  Gloucester, the King is ready to meet the ambassadors of the Dauphin of France. Note that it is the Dauphin, Louis, who is represented. History records that his father, King Charles VI, was insane

  at this time. Louis was de facto ruler but Shakespeare, who writes the king into the play, tactfully avoids mentioning this – perhaps because Charles VI was a direct ancestor of Queen

  Elizabeth.




  In the masterly diplomatic conclusion to Act I Scene II, the tension is duly wound up as the Dauphin’s envoy conveys his master’s insults to the king by offering him a treasure chest

  as a peace token which turns out to contain nothing more than tennis balls. It is true that Henry V, then only about 28, was known as a keen sportsman, but he was a battle-hardened soldier too, and

  in response to this jest (which might well have some historical basis) he gives the ambassador a chilling warning:




  

    

      

        

          

            And tell the pleasant prince this mock of his




            Hath turn’d his balls to gun-stones; and his soul




            Shall stand sore charged for the wasteful vengeance




            That shall fly with them: for many a thousand widows




            Shall this his mock mock out of their dear husbands;




            Mock mothers from their sons, mock castles down;




            And some are yet ungotten and unborn




            That shall have cause to curse the Dauphin’s scorn.


          


        


      


    


  




  We are ready for war. Just as at the outset of Act I, the Chorus returns to set the scene, telling us ‘Now all the youth of England are on fire’ in anticipation of hostilities, but

  warning, too, of a fiendish French plot to assassinate the King as he embarks at Southampton. Three treacherous English noblemen have been bribed, we are told, to commit the deed. This crime was

  indeed planned in July 1415, but it was not inspired by the French. The chief conspirator, the Earl of Cambridge, was plotting the murder because he believed his brother-in-law Edmund Mortimer, a

  descendant of Edward III, had a better claim on the throne. Mortimer had heard of the plot from Cambridge and told King Henry, who had the participants promptly arrested and executed. The dramatic

  confrontation between the king and the conspirators at Southampton is drama pure and simple.




  The opening scene of Act II, preceding the king’s exciting set-to with the doomed plotters, is the first of the play’s rather unexpected diversions into knockabout comedy. We are

  introduced, in a London street, to the soldiery who will embark with Henry for the French war, in the persons of Pistol, Nym and Bardolph. All are former servants of Sir John Falstaff, the comic

  companion of the dissolute Prince Hal, as Henry V then was, in the preceding Henry IV plays. But poor Sir John we discover, is dead (in spite of a promise in Henry IV Part II that

  Falstaff, hugely popular with Elizabethan audiences, would be back), and this perhaps serves to demonstrate that any connection between the Prince of the past and the King of the day is now at an

  end.




  And so to France where we meet King Charles, his Dauphin and their commanders. The Dauphin is confident of victory, dismissing Henry as ‘a vain, giddy, shallow, humorous youth,’ but

  his father, portrayed entirely in possession of his wits, warns of the lessons of history:




  

    

      

        

          

            Witness our too much memorable shame




            When Cressy battle fatally was struck,




            And all our princes captiv’d by the hand




            Of that black name, Edward, Black Prince of Wales


          


        


      


    


  




  The playwright has the benefit of hindsight. The tactical disaster that was to befall the French at Agincourt – an enormous army of willful, aristocratic, heavily armoured knights stuck in

  mud and picked off by arrows fired a great distance by a small corps of highly disciplined longbowmen – had been played out with very close symmetry seventy years previously, at Crecy.




  The war proper begins with Act III at the walls of Harfleur, and King Henry’s immortal address to his troops:




  

    

      

        

          

            Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once more;




            Or close the wall up with our English dead.




            In peace there’s nothing so becomes a man




            As modest stillness and humility:




            But when the blast of war blows in our ears,




            Then imitate the action of the tiger;




            Stiffen the sinews, summon up the blood,




            Disguise fair nature with hard-favour’d rage


          


        


      


    


  




  Here is Shakespeare at his stirring best, and here, too, he departs from the true history of events. In the play, Harfleur, then the main seaport of Normandy, rapidly surrenders. In truth, the

  siege lasted a month and cost the lives of thousands of English troops, many of them from the dysentery that broke out in the camps they made in the filthy marshes that surrounded the heavily

  fortified town. When Henry embarked in August, his army was perhaps a fifth of the size of the French force that awaited him, but by the time he reached Agincourt in October, the ratio was more

  like one to ten.




  But he triumphed none the less. As many as 10,000 French were killed, including a large proportion of the nation’s nobility. English dead numbered few more than a hundred. The great battle

  was indeed fought on St Crispin’s Day, 25 October 1415. And Shakespeare very well imagined what Henry V would have said after the fighting subsided:




  

    

      

        

          

            We few, we happy few, we band of brothers;




            For he to-day that sheds his blood with me




            Shall be my brother; be he ne’er so vile,




            This day shall gentle his condition:




            And gentlemen in England now a-bed




            Shall think themselves accursed they were not here,




            And hold their manhoods cheap whiles any speaks




            That fought with us upon Saint Crispin’s day.


          


        


      


    


  




  They are among the most moving lines of poetry in the English language. To many of us living in the 21st century, they are familiar from the epic screen versions of the play made in 1944, with

  Laurence Olivier as the king, and in 1989 starring Kenneth Branagh, and it seems certain that for countless generations yet to come, the imagined words of a very real soldier and monarch of the

  Middle Ages will continue to resonate, in times of peace, and in time of war.




  Henry did win his war, reaching Paris in 1419 and the following year signing a treaty with Charles VI which disinherited the Dauphin. Henry was named the heir and in 1420 married Catherine de

  Valois. He was also instrumental in reunifying the papacy and bringing an end to the Great Schism by engineering the election of Pope Martin V. Henry was in effect the military, economic, even

  spiritual, leader of Europe. He was revered at home in England, but when the Dauphin rose against him in France he returned there in 1421, not long after learning that his bride was pregnant with

  their first child. Laying siege to the city of Meaux the next year, Henry contracted dysentery and died. He was only 34, and had never seen his son.
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      PISTOL Bid him prepare, for I will cut his throat.


    


  




  







  KING HENRY THE FIFTH




  DRAMATIS PERSONAE




  KING HENRY THE FIFTH.
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      DUKE OF EXETER, uncle to the King.




      DUKE OF YORK, cousin to the King.




      EARL OF SALISBURY.




      EARL OF WESTMORELAND.




      EARL OF WARWICK.




      ARCHBISHOP OF CANTERBURY.




      BISHOP OF ELY.




      EARL OF CAMBRIDGE.




      LORD SCROOP.




      SIR THOMAS GREY.




      SIR THOMAS ERPINGHAM, GOWER, FLUELLEN, MACMORRIS, JAMY, officers in King Henry’s army.




      JOHN BATES, ALEXANDER COURT, MICHAEL WILLIAMS, soldiers in the same.




      PISTOL.




      NYM.




      BARDOLPH.




      BOY.




      A HERALD.




      CHARLES THE SIXTH, King of France.




      LOUIS, the Dauphin.




      DUKE OF BURGUNDY.




      DUKE OF ORLEANS.




      DUKE OF BOURBON.




      THE CONSTABLE OF FRANCE.




      RAMBURES, GRANDPRÉ, French lords.




      GOVERNOR OF HARFLEUR.




      MONTJOY, a French herald.




      AMBASSADORS to the King of England.




      ISABEL, Queen of France.




      KATHARINE, daughter to Charles and Isabel.




      ALICE, a lady attending on her.




      HOSTESS of a tavern in Eastcheap (formerly Mistress Quickly, and now married to Pistol).




      LORDS, LADIES, OFFICERS, SOLDIERS, CITIZENS, MESSENGERS, and ATTENDANTS.




      CHORUS.




      SCENE — England; afterwards France.
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  PROLOGUE




  Enter CHORUS.




  CHORUS




  O for a Muse of fire, that would ascend




  The brightest heaven of invention, —




  A kingdom for a stage, princes to act,




  And monarchs to behold the swelling scene!




  Then should the warlike Harry, like himself,




  Assume the port of Mars; and at his heels,




  Leash’d-in like hounds, should famine, sword, and fire,




  Crouch for employment. But pardon, gentles all,




  The flat unraised spirits that have dared




  On this unworthy scaffold to bring forth




  So great an object: can this cockpit hold




  The vasty fields of France? or may we cram




  Within this wooden O the very casques




  That did affright the air at Agincourt?




  O, pardon! since a crooked figure may




  Attest in little place a million;




  And let us, ciphers to this great accompt,




  On your imaginary forces work.




  Suppose within the girdle of these walls




  Are now confin’d two mighty monarchies,




  Whose high-upreared and abutting fronts




  The perilous narrow ocean parts asunder:




  Piece-out our imperfections with your thoughts;




  Into a thousand parts divide one man,




  And make imaginary puissance;




  Think, when we talk of horses, that you see them




  Printing their proud hoofs i’th’ receiving earth; —




  For ’tis your thoughts that now must deck our kings,




  Carry them here and there; jumping o’er times,




  Turning th’accomplishment of many years




  Into an hour-glass: for the which supply,




  Admit me Chorus to this history;




  Who, prologue-like, your humble patience pray,




  Gently to hear, kindly to judge, our play.




  [Exit.




  ACT I




  SCENE I




  London. An ante-chamber in the KING’S palace.




  Enter the ARCHBISHOP OF CANTERBURY and the BISHOP OF ELY.




  ARCHBISHOP OF CANTERBURY




  My lord, I’ll tell you, — that self bill is urged,




  Which in th’eleventh year of the last king’s reign




  Was like, and had indeed against us pass’d,




  But that the scambling and unquiet time




  Did push it out of further question.




  BISHOP OF ELY




  But how, my lord, shall we resist it now?




  ARCHBISHOP OF CANTERBURY




  It must be thought on. If it pass against us,




  We lose the better half of our possession;




  For all the temporal lands, which men devout




  By testament have given to the church,




  Would they strip from us; being valued thus, —




  As much as would maintain, to the king’s honour,




  Full fifteen earls and fifteen hundred knights,




  Six thousand and two hundred good esquires;




  And, to relief of lazars and weak age,




  Of indigent faint souls past corporal toil,




  A hundred almshouses right well supplied;




  And to the coffers of the king, beside,




  A thousand pounds by th’year: thus runs the bill.




  BISHOP OF ELY




  This would drink deep.




  ARCHBISHOP OF CANTERBURY




  ’Twould drink the cup and all.




  BISHOP OF ELY




  But what prevention?




  ARCHBISHOP OF CANTERBURY




  The king is full of grace and fair regard.




  BISHOP OF ELY




  And a true lover of the holy church.




  ARCHBISHOP OF CANTERBURY




  The courses of his youth promis’d it not.




  The breath no sooner left his father’s body,




  But that his wildness, mortified in him,




  Seem’d to die too; yea, at that very moment,




  Consideration, like an angel, came,




  And whipp’d th’offending Adam out of him,




  Leaving his body as a paradise,




  T’envelop and contain celestial spirits.




  Never was such a sudden scholar made;




  Never came reformation in a flood,




  With such a heady current, scouring faults;




  Nor never Hydra-headed wilfulness




  So soon did lose his seat, and all at once,




  As in this king.




  BISHOP OF ELY




  We are blessed in the change.




  ARCHBISHOP OF CANTERBURY




  Hear him but reason in divinity,




  And, all-admiring, with an inward wish




  You would desire the king were made a prelate:




  Hear him debate of commonwealth affairs,




  You would say it hath been all-in-all his study:




  List his discourse of war, and you shall hear




  A fearful battle render’d you in music:




  Turn him to any cause of policy,




  The Gordian knot of it he will unloose,




  Familiar as his garter: — that, when he speaks,




  The air, a charter’d libertine, is still,




  And the mute wonder lurketh in men’s ears,




  To steal his sweet and honey’d sentences;




  So that the art and practic part of life




  Must be the mistress to this theoric:




  Which is a wonder how his Grace should glean it,




  Since his addiction was to courses vain;




  His companies unletter’d, rude, and shallow;




  His hours fill’d up with riots, banquets, sports;




  And never noted in him any study,




  Any retirement, any sequestration




  From open haunts and popularity.




  BISHOP OF ELY




  The strawberry grows underneath the nettle,




  And wholesome berries thrive and ripen best




  Neighbour’d by fruit of baser quality:




  And so the prince obscur’d his contemplation




  Under the veil of wildness; which, no doubt,




  Grew like the summer grass, fastest by night,




  Unseen, yet crescive in his faculty.




  ARCHBISHOP OF CANTERBURY




  It must be so; for miracles are ceas’d;




  And therefore we must needs admit the means




  How things are perfected.




  BISHOP OF ELY




  But, my good lord,




  How now for mitigation of this bill




  Urg’d by the commons? Doth his majesty




  Incline to it, or no?




  ARCHBISHOP OF CANTERBURY




  He seems indifferent;




  Or, rather, swaying more upon our part




  Than cherishing th’exhibiters against us:




  For I have made an offer to his majesty, —




  Upon our spiritual convocation,




  And in regard of causes now in hand,




  Which I have open’d to his Grace at large,




  As touching France, — to give a greater sum




  Than ever at one time the clergy yet




  Did to his predecessors part withal.




  BISHOP OF ELY




  How did this offer seem receiv’d, my lord?




  ARCHBISHOP OF CANTERBURY




  With good acceptance of his majesty;




  Save that there was not time enough to hear —




  As, I perceiv’d, his Grace would fain have done —




  The severals and unhidden passages




  Of his true titles to some certain dukedoms,




  And, generally, to the crown and seat of France,




  Deriv’d from Edward, his great-grandfather.




  BISHOP OF ELY




  What was th’impediment that broke this off?




  ARCHBISHOP OF CANTERBURY




  The French ambassador upon that instant




  Crav’d audience; — and the hour, I think, is come




  To give him hearing: is it four o’clock?




  BISHOP OF ELY




  It is.




  ARCHBISHOP OF CANTERBURY




  Then go we in, to know his embassy;




  Which I could, with a ready guess, declare,




  Before the Frenchman speak a word of it.




  BISHOP OF ELY




  I’ll wait upon you; and I long to hear it.




  [Exeunt.




  SCENE II




  The same. The Presence-chamber.




  Enter KING HENRY, GLOSTER, BEDFORD, EXETER, WARWICK, WESTMORELAND, and ATTENDANTS.




  KING HENRY




  Where is my gracious Lord of Canterbury?




  EXETER




  Not here in presence.




  KING HENRY




  Send for him, good uncle.




  WESTMORELAND




  Shall we call in th’ambassador, my liege?




  KING HENRY




  Not yet, my cousin: we would be resolved,




  Before we hear him, of some things of weight,




  That task our thoughts, concerning us and France.




  Enter the ARCHBISHOP OF CANTERBURY and the BISHOP OF ELY.




  ARCHBISHOP OF CANTERBURY




  God and his angels guard your sacred throne,




  And make you long become it!




  KING HENRY




  Sure, we thank you.




  My learned lord, we pray you to proceed,




  And justly and religiously unfold




  Why the law Salique, that they have in France,




  Or should, or should not, bar us in our claim:




  And God forbid, my dear and faithful lord,




  That you should fashion, wrest, or bow your reading,




  Or nicely charge your understanding soul




  With opening titles miscreate, whose right




  Suits not in native colours with the truth;




  For God doth know how many, now in health,




  Shall drop their blood in approbation




  Of what your reverence shall incite us to.




  Therefore take heed how you impawn our person,




  How you awake our sleeping sword of war:




  We charge you, in the name of God, take heed;




  For never two such kingdoms did contend




  Without much fall of blood; whose guiltless drops




  Are every one a woe, a sore complaint




  ’Gainst him whose wrongs give edge unto the swords




  That make such waste in brief mortality.




  Under this conjuration, speak, my lord;




  For we will hear, note, and believe in heart




  That what you speak is in your conscience wash’d




  As pure as sin with baptism.




  ARCHBISHOP OF CANTERBURY




  Then hear me, gracious sovereign, — and you peers,




  That owe yourselves, your lives, and services




  To this imperial throne. — There is no bar




  To make against your highness’ claim to France




  But this, which they produce from Pharamond, —




  In terram Salicam mulieres ne succedant,




  ‘No woman shall succeed in Salique land’:




  Which Salique land the French unjustly gloze




  To be the realm of France, and Pharamond




  The founder of this law and female bar.




  Yet their own authors faithfully affirm




  That the land Salique is in Germany,




  Between the floods of Sala and of Elbe;




  Where Charles the Great, having subdued the Saxons,




  There left behind and settled certain French;




  Who, holding in disdain the German women




  For some dishonest manners of their life,




  Establish’d then this law, — to wit, no female




  Should be inheritrix in Salique land:




  Which Salique, as I said, ’twixt Elbe and Sala,




  Is at this day in Germany call’d Meisen.




  Then doth it well appear, the Salique law




  Was not devised for the realm of France:




  Nor did the French possess the Salique land




  Until four hundred one and twenty years




  After defunction of King Pharamond,




  Idly suppos’d the founder of this law;




  Who died within the year of our redemption




  Four hundred twenty-six; and Charles the Great




  Subdued the Saxons, and did seat the French




  Beyond the river Sala, in the year
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