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From Hooligan to Sage King: Shakespeare's Prince Hal


The figure of King Henry V, also known as Prince Hal or Harry, is amazingly complex. Even a playwright as accomplished as Shakespeare needs to devote three plays to his character, in an effort to develop it thoroughly. Literary critics have long debated the righteousness or falseness of his transformation, often reaching quite divergent conclusions. This work will draw from both parts of Henry IV, Henry V, the Famous Victories, and critical works spanning several decades.

Scholars have long argued about the character of Prince Hal, labeling him either "an ideal monarch" or "a Machiavellian militarist who professes Christianity but whose deeds reveal both hypocrisy and ruthlessness."
 Suggested by Rabkin, this school of thought maintains that the plays' ultimate power is the fact that it points to two wholly divergent directions.
 This essay will argue for the change in Hal's character, claiming it to be a normal consequence of a maturity process undergone throughout the Henriad, and also evident in Shakespeare's sources, the controversial Famous Victories of Henry the Fifth
.

   As a young man, Harry is rebellious and fun-loving. His carefree attitude in Henry IV, Part 1 exemplifies this trait of his character. However, as the prince and heir to the Crown of England, he must also be responsible and able to fulfill his obligations once his father dies.  His figure, thus, is molded throughout the plays, presenting the evolution of a careless hooligan to a serious prince and finally, a respectable monarch. The preparation of his figure requires several sacrifices, such as Falstaff's friendship, which must be shed to better serve his country's interests. Therefore, the undergone during the Henriad is a maturity process, one that everyone experiences during one's lifetime, especially kings, since their task is immeasurably more important than the average person's.

  
The first scene of Henry IV¸ Part One, gives us an insight into the troubled relationship between the king and his son. Deeply affected by the prince's rowdy behavior, the monarch laments his misfortune. "In envy that my Lord Northumberland/Should be the father to so blest a son" (I.i.78-9) exclaims Henry IV, attacking his son's attitude and acquaintances. Much like a concerned parent who wishes his son were the intelligent, successful, and popular student instead of a "loser," the king wishes his son were more statesmanlike. 

It must be noted, however, that the ruler is, above all, a concerned parent. While he criticizes his offspring's faults, he blames bad habits and misfortune, which in his opinion, are ruining Harry. "See riot and dishonor stain the brow/Of my young Harry" (I.i.84-85) is indeed the cause of his affliction. As a preoccupied father, though, he tries to convince himself his son is not the cause of the problem. Instead, riot and dishonor are, since they corrupt his beloved prince. This gentler, kinder side of Henry will also be predominantly displayed in the second part, where he is reconciled with Harry after bitter episodes earlier on the play.

The robbery scene, which takes place in areas frequented by commoners, is a blatant manner in which to display the prince's lower-class acquaintances. By having Hal participate in such base activities, Shakespeare illustrates his blithe spirit. However, by placing him in improper settings such as these, the playwright also highlights how the prince fails to fit in, being deserving of better surroundings.

The fourth scene of the second act presents the duo of Hal and Falstaff, engaged in a charade mocking the king. The prince's method of disrespecting his father, refusing the responsibilities that come with his blue blood, is comical, but it also demonstrates the strained relationship between father and son. Hal believes he cannot please his father, who expects too much from him. "Nay, I'll tickle ye for a young prince, i' faith" (II.iV.442-3), says Falstaff, pretending to be Hal telling the king he will mend his ways to please him. A subconscious desire to please the king is shown, although it is vague, since the scene reflects the influence of Falstaff on the young heir.

The prince, pretending to be the king, scolds Falstaff, saying "Thou art violently carried away from grace" (II.iv.445-6). Social values are reflected, as the monarch disapproves of Harry's frequented places and companions. Several scenes later, a true test of devotion, love, and loyalty is posed, as the rebels prepare to attack and the king rallies his troops. Summoning the presence of his son, the rules and heir embark on a short conference designed to discuss their problems and provide a means of dialogue. Much like the Falstaff/Hal scene, the king scolds his son, but the young prince does not rebuff his father.

The king's forgiveness is heartfelt, but he does not waste the opportunity to remind his son about the loss of reputation he had experienced. "Thy place in counsel thou hast rudely lost/ Which by thy younger brother is supplied," (III.ii.32-33) the king warns the prince, attempting to create a conscience about the results of his deeds.

Deeply moved by his father's speech, the prince responds "I shall hereafter, my thrice-gracious lord/Be more myself" (III.ii.92-93). Such a passionate plea from the king has made a difference in the young heir, as he decides to mend his ways and behave more like royalty. Agreeing to fight on his father's side against the rebellion, he apologizes for having "swayed your Majesty's good thoughts away from me" (III.ii.130-1), before departing.

This change of attitude is evident in the next scene, in which he rejoins Falstaff in the tavern. Hal is upset that Falstaff does not fear and respect him as much as his father, claiming that "the king himself is to be feared as the lion" (III.iii.153). In comparison, Hal is only feared as the lion's whelp. The prince thus begins to realize how improper a fit he is with all the commoners, and how correct his father's advice is. Unknowingly, Falstaff also adds, "Dos thou think I'll fear thee as I fear thy father?" (III.iii.154), further adding insult to injury. The seeds have thus been planted, and the resentment will surely follow. Lower class taverns and whorehouses are no environment for blue blood, as Hal begins to understand.

The play's last scenes concentrate on the actual battle against the rebels, and provide an excellent background for Hal to demonstrate his increasing maturity. Placed at the head of a group of soldiers, he showcases tenacity, military intelligence, respect, and compassion in the struggle, marks of a true leader. His presence and sagacity are not those of the first act's young Hal, but those of a mature Prince Harry.

In an effort to have Harry believe in his courage and military knowledge, Falstaff enlists several friends to join the royal forces. This outrages Harry, who mocks their appearance, saying "I never did see such pitiful rascals" (IV.ii.65). The image highlighted is that of a maturing military strategist, who realizes such help would harm instead of help the endeavors. In addition, the audience sees a king who understands he is above commoners, especially the threadbare hooligans procured by Falstaff.

Harry also becomes enraged at Falstaff's passivity during the battle, especially when he requests his companion's weapons in order to fight against his enemies. In this scenario, it is not the actual dialogue, but the stage directions that exemplify Hal's change. After finding a bottle of sack in Falstaff's robe, he becomes dearly upset, throwing the bottle at him and exiting the stage. The audience sees how the order of priorities has shifted, and Hal is now more concerned in his country's well being and his father's campaign. Falstaff, on the other hand, remains an uncultured creature, and as such is not fit to accompany the young heir, being of baser quality and rank.

The climax of the battle is the confrontation between Hal and Hotspur. Confronting the son of his father's rival, Harry displays courage, respect, and loyalty to the Crown. Despite praising his opponent's qualities, Harry states that "nor can one England brook a double reign/Of Harry Percy and the Prince of Wales" (V.iv.65-66), demonstrating his statesman like qualities. After defeating the usurper, the prince calls him "brave Percy" and "great heart," showing his respect to a fallen enemy with extraordinary courage.

As the first part of Henry IV draws to a close, the audience learns the struggle against the rebels is far from over. However, the main theme of the play, Hal's transformation, is well underway. In fact, the degree to which his maturity and attitude grows is astonishing. However, there are still aspects to alter, some of which will change in the second part, and others in Henry V. Based on the continuity of the evolution process, one can safely deduce that Shakespeare had planned a trilogy, of which every volume outshines its predecessor in quality ands scope.

Henry IV, Part 2 continues the trend of maturity and mutual respect between father and son. The king scolds his other sons for not keeping Hal company, claiming the prince to be "gracious, if he be observed" (IV.iv.30). Confidence and respect abound in the king's words, since he no longer chastises the heir at every opportunity, choosing instead to highlight his better traits. Senior aides such as Warwick agree with the monarch, adding that "the Prince will, in the perfectness of time, cast off his followers" (IV.iv.75). Reinforcing the thought that the young Hal is merely living out his wild adventures, the powers that be are willing to overlook the defects and faults of the future monarch.

The succession of the crown is made possible thanks to Hal's maturity. Despite the many headaches the prince has caused his father, the latter is willing to forgive the former due to his newfound maturity. One of his first acts as the new monarch showcases this change, as he confronts the Chief Justice regarding their past disagreements. "Rate, rebuke, and roughly send to prison/Th' immediate heir of England," (V.ii.71) exclaims the prince when the Chief Justice tries to talk his way into the monarch's heart.

Chief Justice, however, decides to put Henry V's maturity to the test. Pleading for mercy, he claims he was merely doing his labor when he imprisoned the prince. "As an offender to your father…did commit you," (V.ii.81-3), is the judge's response to the monarch's threat, playing on the king's newly inherited powers and common sense. Knowing fully well that the ruler would rather not have his powers undermined by an inferior person, Justice successfully escapes the ruler's wrath and keeps his post.

The episode also affords Henry the opportunity to embark on one of his most famous speeches, as he asks Justice to act in the same manner should a similar incident happen with Henry's sons. "You shall be as a father to my youth," (V.ii.118). Hal could have easily vented his anger toward Chief Justice for deeds transpired before his coronation, but he chooses not to do so. The rebellious hooligan has been successfully transformed into a king wise beyond his age, capable of putting ill feelings aside for the best interests of his nation and subjects.

The crowning jewel, however, as far as memorable lines go, appears in the play's last scene. A joyous Falstaff wishes to salute the king, sure of the benefits that will follow from the long friendship. Harry, however, feels otherwise, as he coldly rejects the leech, saying "I know thee not, old man. Fall to thy prayers/How ill white hairs becomes a fool and jester," (V.v.48-9). With such piercing lines does the audience realize the powerful and total effect of the prince's transformation, and the choices he must make in order to become a successful monarch. While one may feel some pity for Falstaff, one comprehends that Harry must rid himself of such undesirables in order to rule effectively.  

"I have turned away my former self/So will I those that kept me company," (V.v.59-60) says the king before Falstaff is taken away by the Chief Justice. With such an image does the play end, assuring the reader the Harry presented in part one is not the same one now being presented. But the ruler must still prove himself, not yet having faced the controversies and difficulties that plague the monarchy. This step will be undertaken in the last portion of the Henriad, bearing the name of the ruler.

Indisputably the center of attention, the king towers above all other personages in the play. John Russell Brown, for example, claims that while the staging of other plays might present breakthrough performances from characters other than the main ones, such a scenario is impossible in Henry V.
 

Shakespeare's version of Hal, now king, in Henry V, is quite imposing. The bishops spend several lines singing the praises of the king, thanking the heavens for his transformation. "We are blessed in the change," (I.i.38) exclaims Ely after discussing the king's recent maturity. The audience is witness to the statesmen's joy stemming from the king's change. Indeed, as Canterbury mentions, "the courses of his youth promised it not," (I.i.24) in reference to the young Hal's aspirations and rough ways.

In fact, the bishops actually attribute the change in the king to his exposure to lower-class subjects. This represents a complete reversal from the other two plays, in which Falstaff and company were severely scolded for corrupting the prince. Instead, Ely praises their role, mentioning that "the strawberry grows underneath the nettle/And wholesome berries thrive and ripen best/neighbored by fruit of baser quality," (I.i.60-2). The bishop offers such an explanation for the king's past experiences, much like present-day politicians attempt to excuse their young behavior once a scandal occurs. But in this case, the religious figures are correct; the exposure to commoners produced Hal's desire to frequent his rightful circle, and take the throne of England as a respectable, mature, and sage king.

An invasion of France seems imminent and necessary, according to the bishops. Yet King Henry V, calm, cool, and sage, does not precipitate into an unjustified bloodshed without asking for a detailed report and explanation. "Therefore take heed how you impawn our person/How you awake the sleeping sword of war," (I.ii.22-3) is the monarch's cold mandate to his right-hand men. His maturity and common sense urge him not to embark on a doomed, purposeless, unnecessary military campaign. A greener king, impatient and immature, would have surely agreed to invade France without thinking about the reasons and consequences. The fact that Henry does not is a clear indication of his near-finished journey into adulthood and maturity.

Once again the king seeks reassurance of the rightfulness of the task. "May I, with right and consciousness, make this claim?" (I.ii.96) he questions the bishops before deciding on the course of action, which will also include keeping an eye on the Scots, who also present a threat. Not only has he achieved the wisdom necessary for his task, but he has also become a brilliant military strategist.

Despite his rank, Henry decides to spend some time with the commoners during the battles, to better learn their opinions of him. Such episodes are extremely relevant, as scholars like Robert Lane have noted, since they voice the "class resentment war incites…also provide disturbing reminders of Henry's own irrepressible past."
 Though he realizes the class difference, and the memories of the not-so-distant past are also fresh on his mind, Henry is nonetheless concerned about his soldiers' opinions of him. 

Henry's battlefield victories also present a mature king. Not only has he evolved into a brilliant military strategist, capable of defeating a larger army in foreign land, but he has also developed a sense of righteousness and appreciation. Upon defeating the French at Agincourt, he thanks the higher powers, stating "Praise be God, and not our strength for it!" (IV.vii.89). One scene later, he exclaims, "Take it God/For it is none but thine!" (IV.viii.113), once again referring to a military victory. 

His unselfish side is thus displayed, as he refuses to take credit for a brilliant military strategy that results in the British victory. Instead, he praises God and his soldiers, knowing fully well he would not have been able to commit the deed without them.

As stated earlier, the evolution of Prince Harry occupies three plays. His complex nature warrants such a long development, resulting in a sage king. His voyage to maturity is brought upon by necessity, since he realizes that he must mend his ways in order to occupy the throne. On his way to this wise transformation, he sacrifices Falstaff's friendship, a cause for criticism by many readers. However, it must be noted that the round man's companion was often a nuisance, and his behavior could be compared to that of a leech. Not only did Hal get rid of an unnecessary companion, but in the process, he catered his life to the needs of this country and subjects. Quite a noble endeavor, one that is worthy of admiration. Shakespeare's treatment of King Henry V is fair, enthralling, and admirable, worthy of his figure. 
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