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INTRODUCTION

Shakespeare had an understanding and appre
ciation of human nature that is too evident to be 
overlooked. It is but accentuating the positive to 
mention it here. What is not so positive, and we 
hasten to add, cannot be, is the question of creating 
his characters according to some particular philoso
phy. We agree with T. S. Eliot that

Qua work of art, the work of art cannot be in
terpreted; there is nothing to interpret; we 
can only criticize it according to standards, 
in comparison to other works of art . . . 1

Or, as Hardin Craig has said it,
Innumerable things, all the experiences of a 
lifetime, went into the making of Shakespeare’s 
plays. His art is the expression of his com
prehension of life as well as his experience as 
a living man, and to seize by abstraction on 
certain formal features of his philosophy, a 
philosophy very general in his time and not ab
sent from ours, and to make these abstractions 
the explanations of his plays is to render the 
plays smaller than they are and less true.2

It is the purpose of this thesis to prove 
that in the Hal Plays, I Henry IV, II Henry IV and

lT’Shakespeare and the Stoicism of Seneca,” 
Selected Essays (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1932), p. 122.
- 2The Enchanted Glass (New York: Oxford University Press, 1936), p. 235.
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Henry V, Shakespeare developed the theme of Aristo
telian honor: magnanimity as the mean between two 
extremes. We do not presume to infer that Shake
speare was consciously following the plan, but that, 
as a dramatist, "occupied with turning human actions 
into p o e t r y , h e  has chosen this particular phase 
of human action in these particular plays. It was 
in Shakespeare's History Plays by E. M. W. Tillyard 
that the proposition was first drawn to our atten
tion.2 While studying the subject, we found that 
Hardin Craig3 and Robert Penn Warren4 also made spe
cific mention of it in their interpretation of these 
plays. However, no one, to our knowledge, has gone 
to any great length to prove the thesis.

We shall attempt to contribute our share to
the proof by drawing parallels between the three

*
main characters of the Hal Plays, and the descrip
tion of their type as given in Aristotle's Ethics, 
and as explained in Aquinas's Summa Theologica and 
Walter Farrell's Companion to the Summa. The first

If. S. Eliot, "Shakespeare and the Stoicism of Seneca," Selected Essays, p. 115.
2New York: Macmillan Company, 1946, p. 265.
3An Interpretation of Shakespeare (New York: The Dryden Press, 1948), 0. 141.
4C. Brooks and R. B. Heilman, Understanding

Drama (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1948),



two chapters will serve to describe the age of honor 
in which Shakespeare wrote, and also to give an over
view of the various ways in which he treated the 
honor concept in his other plays.
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CHAPTER I
THE HONOR CONCEPT IN RENAISSANCE LITERATURE

In order to synthesize in accordance with 
truth our findings concerning honor in Renaissance 
literature it is necessary that we become aware of 
differences between our own age and that which we 
are considering. Then in estimating the prevailing 
trends of that age we should not give undue weight 
to special findings peculiar to the period, but rather 
strive for a realization of the fact that we are 
"dealing with reflections of all human life lived 
under different conditions."! It will be our pur
pose in this chapter to develop a picture of the

»
honor concept during the Renaissance by considering 
the natural characteristics of the human will in the 
light of Renaissance influences.

The terms involved in a study of this heroic 
tradition present a real difficulty owing to a cpn- 
stant interchange in their use. Their respective 
connotation can better be exemplified than defined. 
However, definitions of four words, fame, glory,

xCraig, The Enchanted Glass, p. 237.
4
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honor, and virtue, which will be used, should prove 
helpful. Fame, in one sense, is no more than rumor 
or reputation, and as such, held some, but not a great 
interest for the people of the Renaissance. In a broader 
sense, the word fame is relatively synonymous with 
honor and glory; this latter is its meaning in this 
paper. The word, honor, according to St. Thomas, de
notes "reverence shown to a person in witness of his 
excellence."1 Glory includes more; it "properly de
notes that somebody’s good is known and approved by 
many."2 The element of recognition by a large number 
is an important one. The fourth term virtue is used 
somewhat ambiguously. At times, it indicates the 
quality which is worthy of recognition, honor being 
the reward of virtue.0 This reward came to be recog
nized as a virtue in itself and, as a result, the two 
terms are used interchangeably during this period.
Nobili, in his de Honoré, justifies this synonymous 
use by citing the example of Regulus, who preferred 
honor to life.4 This double meaning still obtains

1Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theoloeica (New Yn-rk* 
Benziger Brothers, 1947), II TT, Q. 131, A. 1. All
references to the Summa throughout this study are taken irom this edition.

Ibid., Q. 132, A. 1.
3P. R. Century Italy 

p. 4.
Bryson, The Point of Honor in Sixteenth- 
(New York: Columbia University, 1935),"'

• >4Ibid p. 5.
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today in a phrase such as, 111 must protect my honor," 
which really means a protection of one’s virtue. 
Closely related to the term virtue, we use the Italian 
virtu’. This phase of honor consists in physical and 
mental might as we shall see in reference to the Mar- 
lovian characters.

The prevalence of the desire for glory during 
the Renaissance involves two determining factors; 
first, the peculiar characteristics of the age in 
which this tradition was predominant, and second, the 
natural characteristics of the human will itself.

"The mighty, irresistible influence of the 
Renaissance" itself influenced scholar and soldier 
alike. Speaking of the same tradition in Prance 
A. A. Tilley says,

It was the thirst for personal glory and post
humous fame which -urged writers to immortalize 
themselves in undying verse or at least to leave 
for posterity a record of their own lives.1

We shall see later in this chapter that the same is
true in England. The revival of the classics brought
with it the glorious heroes who provoked emulation

1as well as an emphasis on the very topic of honor.
This latter influence, coupled as it was with the 
queen and her retinue, caused the glory of court

- 1The Literature of the French Renaissance
(Cambridge; The University Press, 1922), II, 324.
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preferment and military honors to dominate the other 
forms in which the tradition manifested itself.

As noted before, the origin of this inveterate 
search for glory in the courts is not to be found in 
England. Continental influences were many and long
standing. W. J. Courthope observes that,

...of the elements which compose the life of the 
modern state, Italy furnished the ideas that 
most powerfully modified the institutions of 
chivalry in respect of manners and art,--in 
other words, the movement of the Renaissance.1

Among the Italian writers, Castiglione is undoubtedly
the most influential. In The Book of the Courtier he
anticipates the opinion of his readers when he avers,

fou know that glory is the true stimulus to great 
and hazardous deeds of war, and whoso is moved by 
gain or by other motive, besides doing nothing 
good, deserves not to be called a gentleman, but a base trafficker.* 2

The Courtier is also responsible at least indirectly 
for the urge of many Englishmen to be great writers.
In it, the French receive scathing criticism for their 
neglect of the literary arts, and the Italians are re
minded,

...true glory is that which is preserved in the 
sacred treasure-house of letters... What soul is 
there so abject, timid, and humble, that when he

J-A History of English Poetry (London: Macmillan and Co., 1904), II, 12.
2Castiglione, The Book of the Courtier, Trans

lated by Leonard Eckstein Opdycke (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1903), p. 58.



reads the deeds of Caesar, Alexander, Scipio, 
Hannibal and many others, is not inflamed by an 
ardent desire to be like them, and does not make 
small account of their two days' life in order 
to win the almost eternal life of fame, which in 
spite of death makes him live in far greater 
glory than before. But he who does not feel the 
delight of letters, cannot either know how great 
is the glory they so long preserve, and measures 
it by the life of one man or two, because his 
memory runs no further. Hence he cannot esteem 
this short-lived glory so much as he would that 
almost eternal glory if knowledge of it were un
happily not denied to him, and as he does not 
esteem it so much, we may reasonably believe that 
he will not run such danger to pursue it as one who knew it would.1

Two dominant factors were thus gleaned from 
Castiglione. In the first place, the English would 
not make the same mistake that the French had made. 
Through written accounts, warriors would be inspired 

aim at glory, while at the same time, the creators 
O-f1 these literary pieces would achieve fame themselves
In the second place, everyone, ruler and soldier alike»
became convinced of the value of personal fame.

That fame . . .begets a kind of firm belief in 
man's worth which . . . then is easily maintained and increased by his conduct.2

The Courtier is but one of many similar books 
on the general topic of the education of a prince. 
There is a tradition of such books dating back to 
St. Augustine's De Civitate Dei. Augustine's was

1Ibid., p. 58.

2lbid., p. 110.
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followed by Cassianus's Liber de Principatus. St. 
Isidore's De Principis Konestate and De Regis, Jonas 
of Orleans' De Institutions Regia. Hincmar of Rheims's 
De Regis Persona et Regis Ministerio, Peter Damien's 
De Principis Officiis, Theophylactus Bulgar's Insti
tute io Regia, and Hugo of Fleury's De Potestate Regia. 
These treatises, which provide the background for the 
training of thirteenth and fourteenth century princes, 
bear the marks of Ecclesiastical thought and training."^ 

More immediate influence was exercised by John 
of Salisbury, Giraldus Cambrensis, and Jacques de 
Cessoles. Owing to the lack of a good translation of 
Aristotle, these books bear the stamp of Plato and 
the Stoics.2 Concerning glory Salisbury had said,

The prince must also bear in mind that there is 
no greater glory than the favor and praise which comes from good men.

*
Ihere is no emphasis on the Aristotelian proposition 
that the prince be worthy of honor through great 
deeds. Giraldus Cambrensis advises the prince in 
the words of Cicero, ’’The course of life is short, 1 2 3

1L. K. Horn, "The Perfect Prince: A Study in 
Thirteenth and Fourteenth Century Ideals," Speculum III (1928), 470-471. ^

2Ibid., pp. 502-503.
3 J. Dickenson (tr.), The Statesman's Yearbook of John of Salisbury (New York: Knopf, 1927), p. xvii.
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of glory eternal,”1 and again in the words of Pliny, 
"Whatever you do, always let glory and eternity be 
before your eyes.”2

The third of these pre-Aristotelian influences 
was Jacques de Cessoles (ca. 1300) whose De Moribus 
Hominum et Officlis Nobilium Super Ludo Scaccorum be
came popular in the sixteenth century through a Cax- 
ton translation.*^ Cessoles speaks rather in terras 
of the dignity of the prince rendering glory to his 
people, adding a significant warning,

The prince should realize that ’the more famous 
he becomes, the more burdened with cares and 
worries will he be’ (ii, 5), for envy follows on glory.

By the middle of the thirteenth century the 
great work of Aristotle was made available to all 
Europe,5 partly through translation and partly through 
the writings and teaching of Thomas Aquinas. Aquinas’s 
De Regimine Principum, sometimes attributed to his
pupil, Aegidius Romanus (1247-1316), requires that the 
prince

-‘'Concerning the Instruction of Princes. V',Part I, of The Church Historians of England, trans.
Rev. Joseph Stevenson C5 vols.j London: R. Clay, Printer, 1858), 134.

2Ibld., p. 134.
3Born, Perfect Prince, p. 492.

p. 492. * 2 3 * 5Ibid., p. 503.
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...should have honour (1, 2, 24) but at the same 
time not forget to be humble (i, 2, 25-26) and be 
on friendly terms with his subjects (iii, 2, 34). 
However, he should at all times be so dignified 
and worthy of respect that his authority be not 
diminished.1

This motivation of princes is discussed very 
fully in chapters seven and eight of De Regimine 
Principum. Here, the author, whether it be Aquinas 
himself or one of his pupils, sets forth ancient 
opinions on the subject of honor and glory as the 
reward of a ruler.

Tullius says (De República Lib. V): "the prince 
of the city should be nourished by glory" and 
Aristotle seems to assign the reason for this in 
his book on Ethics, "because the prince for whom 
honour and glory is not sufficient consequently 
turns into a tyrant." For it is in the hearts 
of all men to seek their own good. Therefore, 
if the prince is not content with glory and 
honour, he will seek pleasures and riches and so 
will resort to plundering and injuring his subjects.1 2

Incongruous results are bound to follow if this be the
»sole motive of rulers. "It would be too costly for a 

reward so perishable. For nothing is more perishable 
among human things than the glory and honour of men's 
favour."3 Men who wish to be, and should be, great- 
souled and high-minded would thus become slaves p o  

the opinion of their subjects; others, who care not

1Ibid., p. 489.
2St. Thomas Aquinas, On the Governance of 

Rulers (New York: Sheed and-Ward, 1938), p. 62.
3Ibid., p. 63.
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for glory, would not become kings.
Wherefore the same Tullius says in his book 
De Qfficiis, (I, 20) the inordinate desire of 
glory is to be guarded against. It takes away 
freedom of soul, for the sake of which highminded 
men should put forth their utmost effort. More
over, there is nothing more becoming than great
ness of soul for a prince who is set up for doing of good works.

This "greatness of soul" is actually the vir
tue which Aristotle describes as the "mean" of honour
seeking. It is the being worthy of great honor without 
seeking the honor itself.

Whence a strange thing results, namely, that 
glory ensues from virtuous acts, yet out of 
virtue, glory itself is despised; and through his 
contempt for^glory a man is made glorious; in the 
words of Fabius, "He who scorns glory shall have 
true glory,” and as Sallust says of Cato, "The 
less he sought glory the more he achieved it.”2

The ancients had also foreseen the dangerous 
evils that would come from the desire of glory. Whole 
armies had been destroyed and leaders had stooped to 
hypocrisy.

On this account, as Sallust says, "Ambition drives 
many mortals to become false. They keep one thing shut up in their heart, another ready on the 
tongue and they have more countenance than character."'5 /

Are princes, then, to despise honor as an 
evil? Aquinas interprets the wise men to mean that 
honor must be sought only with moderation and only as

1Ibid., P* 6 3 . 2Ibid., p p .  6 3 - 6 4 .

3Ibid., P- 6 5 .
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the greatest of temporal goods, thus eliminating or
diminishing the evils that attend it.

I n d e e d , t h i s  I s  quite c l e a r l y  c o n t a i n e d  i n  wha t  
Aristotle says in his Ethics (Ethics, Book IV, 
c. 8, Bekker ed. 1124a9") regarding the magnani
mous man, namely that he does not seek honour 
and glory as something great, as if it were a 
sufficient reward of virtue, hut beyond this he 
demands nothing more of men. For among all 
earthly goods the chief good, it seems, is this, 
that men bear testimony to the virtue of a man.l

The holy doctor hastens to add in the following chap
ter that the true glory of a prince lay in eternal 
happiness.

Therefore, it can thus be verified that the reward 
of the king is honour and glory. But what worldly 
and frail honour can be likened to this honour 
that a man be made a citizen and a kinsman of God, 
numbered among the sons of God and obtain the in
heritance of the heavenly kingdom of Christ?' This 
is the honour of which King David in desire and 
wonder says, "Thy friends, 0 God, are made exceeding
ly honourable"(Ps. 138, 17). And further what 
glory of human praise can be compared to this, not 
uttered by the false tongue of flatterers nor the 
fallacious opinion of men, but issuing from the 
witness of our inmost conscience and confirmed by 
the testimony of God, who promises to those who 
confess Him that He will confess them before the 
Angels of God in the glory of the Father? (Matt.
X, 32). They who seek this glory will find it 
and they will win the glory of men which they do not seek.2

A later section of this chapter will show how little 
influence this concluding view had on the men and 
women of the Renaissance.

The governance books which were written

, p. 66. 2Ibid., pp. 71-72.
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primarily for the prince had their counterpart in the 
courtesy and nurture books used for the education of 
royal children and the training of the king's hench
men. It is of interest to note here that one such 
book, a dietary, is on record as having been given as 
a gift to Henry V by Sigismounde, Emperour of Rome.l 
These texts exerted a tremendous influence because of 
the system of education prevalent at the time.

The nobles of the realm of England and of neigh
boring kingdoms used to send their sons to serve 
the Chancellor, whom he trained with honourable 
bringing up and learning; and when they had re
ceived the knight's belt, sent them back with 
honour to their fathers and kindred: some he usedto keep.2

Besides being taught how to behave at table, to speak, 
and ride and joust, the young nobleman would be trained 
well in the manners that would bring him honor and 
welfare. One of the passages entitled "Of the Manners 
to Bring one to Honour and Welfare," gives an indica
tion of the emphasis placed on honor even in the ele
mentary training.

Sone, yschal thee schewe--now take hede,-- And of such maners thee declare 
Bi whiche thou schalt come to manhede,,
To worldli worschip, and to weelfare.^

•kFred. J. Purnivall (ed.), The Babees Book, 
"Early English Text Society" (London: N. Trubner and Co., 1868), p. 10.

^Ibid., p. vi. 5Ibid., p. 34.
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The youth was then warned against rackety men, 
spendthrift and misrule. In all things he was to 
practice moderation, and thus gain honour:

Kepe euere the meene.^
That this principle of Aristotle regarding the mean
of virtue was common knowledge is evident from various
emblems and manuscripts. The following MS of Lambeth
entitled The ABC of Aristotle is an example.
Who-so wilneth to be wijs, and worschip desireth, 
Lerne he oo lettir, and looke on anothir 
Of the .a. b. c. of arostotil: argue not agen that: 
It is councel for right manye clerkis and knyghtis a thousand.
And eek it myghte ameende a man ful ofte 
For to leerne lore of oo lettir, and his lijf 

save;
For to myche of anything was neuere holsum.
Reede ofte on this rolle, and rewle thou ther aftir; 
Who-so be greved in his goost, governs him bettir; 
Blame he not the barn that this .a. b. c. made,
But wite he his wickid will and his werk aftir;
It shal neuere greue a good man though the gilti be meendid.
How herkeneth and heeri how y bigynne.
A to amerose, to aunterose, ne argue not to myche.
B to bolde, ne to bisi, ne boorde not to large.
C to curteis, to cruel, ne care not to sore.
D to dul, ne to dreedful, ne drinke not to ofte.
E to elenge, ne to excellent, ne to eernesful neither.
F to fers, to famuler, but freendli of cheere.
G to glad, ne to gloriose, and gelosie thou hats.
H to hasti, ne to hardi, ne to heuy in thine herte.
I to iettynge, ne to iangelinge, ne iape not 

to ofte.
K to kinde, ne to kepynge, and be waar of knave 

tacchis.
L to looth ne to leene, ne to liberal of wordys.
M to medulus, ne to myrie, but as mesure wole

it meeue. 1

1Ibid., p. 34.
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N to noiose, ne to nyce, ne use no new iettls.
0 to orped, ne to overthwart, and oothis thou hate .
P to presing, ne to preuy with princis ne with dukis;
Q to queynte, ne to quarelose, but queeme weel youre souereyns.
R to riotous, to reueling, ne rage not to rudeli.
S to straunge, ne to stirynge, ne straungeli to stare.
T to toilose, ne to talewijs, for temperaunce is beest.
V to venemose, ne to veniable, and voide al vilonje.
W to wielde, ne to wrathful, neither waaste, ne waade not to depe,

For a measurable meene is euere the beste of alle.1
The virtues here described are, for the most part, the 
same as those enumerated in "Of the Manners to Bring 
one to Honour and Welfare,'* and represent a catalog 
of Renaissance thought concerning the requirements 
for anyone seeking honor and esteem.

Like too many formal lessons taught in school, 
the Middle Way of Ari-stotle did not make a very pro
found impression on the seekers after glory. Their 
Wills were more forcibly attracted by the overpowering 
influence of the environment and the irresistible 
example set by the queen.

In order to understand the part played by this 
second factor in Renaissance glory seeking, namely, 
the human will, it is necessary to consider the factors
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in the placing of a human act: the clearness of the 
Individual's perception of ultimate human values, 
the effects of original sin on the intellect and will, 
and finally, the interaction of the intellect and will 
in making the choice.

The individual's perception of values, depend
ing as it does upon the man's conscious and free 
attitudes,-*- will determine the level of good sought 
by the will.2 At times, the Renaissance intellect 
would see the power and the glory of the Elizabethan 
court as ultimate truth; at other times, the sheer 
strength of rulers. The will, affected by the fall 
of our first parents, no longer enjoyed full command 
over the animal appetites of the body and thus exer
cised with difficulty its free choice upon these
apparent goods presented by its master, the intellect.»
This is possible only because the intellect presents 
many ’’particular goods” rather than a single ’’good” 
for the consent, and ultimately, the choice of the

rzwill. In choosing one of these objects (fame, wealth, 
luxury, virtue) proposed by the intellect, the will 
always selects the one that is apparently good, but

■^Dietrich von Hildebrand, Fundamental Moral 
Attitudes (New York: Longmans, Green and Co., 1950),p. 2.
~ ^Dietrich von Hildebrand, Liturgy and Personality(New York: Longmans, Green and Co., 1943), p. 57.

^Etienne Gilson, Philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas, 
trans. Edward Bullough (St. Louis: B. Herder Book Co., 1941), pp. 305-307.
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is not necessarily the best good. As Garrigou- 
Lagrange explains:

By the first mode of divine motion in the natural order, our will is . . . moved . . .  to will good 
in general or beatitude, and this act by which 
each one of us wishes to be happy or desires happi
ness, is without doubt a vital act determined 
upon by the will . . .  We always aspire to it, 
and this aspiration bears thus confusedly on God, 
although we do not always judge that our true 
beautitude is to be found in Him.l

Among the things in which people of the Ren
aissance sought this happiness, honor ranks high.
The Saints in the period considered true happiness to 
consist in participation in God's eternal glory and 
thus directed all of their actions toward the reali
zation of that goal, the summum bonum. Others, who had

Lerne he oo lettir, and looke on anothir Of the .a. b. c. of Aristotil^
set up as their ideal, the magnanimous character who
would seek rather to be worthy of honor because of his
great virtue. A third type of person, chiefly the
writers of the period, sought to achieve the ’’heroic
virtue” of the epic which stressed self-conquest by
rational powers alone. Through the influence of
Machiavelli's Prince, there was among the rulers a
desire for honor which consisted in physical and

■̂Rev. R. Garrigou-Lagrange, Christian Perfec
tion and Contemplation (St. Louis: B. Herder and Co., 1945), p. 286.

2Purnivall, Babees Book, p. 34.
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mental might. To this type of glory, the Italian 
term virtu1 was appended. Finally, one other facet 
of the honor concept is reflected in the life of the 
soldiers and courtiers, the glory of the courts and 
camps. This classification of honor-seeking into five 
groups will serve as a guide in the following considera
tion of specific examples in each group.

Although the greater part of the Renaissance 
passion for glory was "of the earth, earthy,” there 
were many souls whose aspirations did not bear "con
fusedly on G-od." One sees something of this in the 
Renaissance saints: Ignatius Loyola, Francis Xavier, 
Charles Borromeo, Aloysius Gonzaga, Margaret Clitherow 
and Thomas More. Virtue, in their conception of the 
term, consisted, as Speroni described it, in "that 
power, faculty, or instrument of a man’s reason which 
teaches him to act rightly and prudently in spite of 
his appetites, for the purpose of returning a good 
soul to Him who created it."1 This heroicity of the 
Saints is at the bottom of all heroic tendencies.
Anyone who examines the three volumes of Benedictt
XIV‘s Treatise on the Beatification of the Servants 

God will find this concept of honor and heroic

1Bryson, Point of Honor, p. 109.
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virtue spread on every page.^-
Por obvious reasons, people like Thomas More 

and Margaret Clitherow were never immortalized in an 
English epic, with view to incarnating true honor.
This, however, does not exclude them from the litera
ture of the period. They have a passive rather than 
an active relation to it.

Margaret Clitherow, a mother and the wife of 
a protestant chamberlain,^ is one of the three women 
martyred for the Faith during the reign of Elizabeth.* 5 
Accused for harboring priests, she steadfastly adhered 
to her God rather than apostasize. Her biographer 
says of her, ”in her natural character she was a 
pleasure-loving Elizabethan, to whom high spirits and 
practical joking were common ingredients of life.”4 
And, again, "She was a very popular person.”5 With 
all the qualifications needed to achieve favour with 
the queen, Margaret declared her readiness to ’’refer 
all [her) doings to His glory.”6

Among her favorite treasures were the New

M. Y. Hughes, ”The Christ of Paradise Regained 
and the Renaissance Heroic Tradition,” SP, XXXV,254-77. —

^Margaret T. Munro, Blessed Margaret Clitherow (New York: Longmans, Green and Co., 1947), p. 35.
5Ibld., p. 85. 4Ibid., p. 58. 5Ibid., p. 57.
6Ibid., p. 54.
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Testament and the Imitation of Christ.1 * * 4 In the for
mer, St. Paul would advise her: "he that glorieth, 
let him glory in the Lord."^ In the latter, she 
would read:

Glory not in riches, if thou have them nor in friends, because they are powerful; but in God, 
who giveth all things, and desireth to give Him
self above all things.3

Convinced of the folly of earthly honor, there was 
but one conclusion, there was but one mode of action 
for her whose "love of God had cleansed and steadied 
. . . her human love."4 The choice which she made 
had been well described by St. Bernard in the fol
lowing words:

. . . to love with the whole heart is to prefer 
the love of His incorruptible Body to the allure
ments of the flesh in ourselves or others. And 
among the allurements of the flesh I include 
also the glory of the world.5

Sir Thomas Mohe, the king's good servant, had 
made a similar choice in the face of death. We have 
in the biography written by his son-in-law, William

1Ibid., p. 55. 2II Cor., X, 17.
^Thomas a' Kempis, The Following of Christ,

trans., Rt. Rev. R. Challoner (Milwaukee: Wiltzius 
& Co., 1918), Book I, Ch. VII, p. 28.

4Munro, Margaret Clitherow, p. 61.
5t . L. Connolly, S.J. (trans.), St. Bernard on 

the Love of God (New fork: Spiritual Book Associates, 
'1937), pT 114.
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Roper, ample evidence of More's concept of honor.
This life which is taken from Roper's memoirs of More 
was circulated in manuscript form under the title, 
"Brief History of the Life, Arraignment, and Death of 
that Mirrour of all True Honour and Vertue, Sir Thomas 
More."-1- When published as a book, the first edition 
title read thus: The Mirrour of Vertue in Worldly 
Greatness, or The Life of Sir Thomas More, Knight, 
sometime Lord Chancellor of England.2 True honor, 
virtue, worldly greatness; thus do we find his country
men describing More. On the day that he was to appear 
before the Bishop of Canterbury on trial for treason

Then Sir Thomas More as his accustomed manner was always ere he entered into any matter of impor- 
tance--as when he was first chosen of the king's 
privy council, when he was sent ambassador, 
appointed Speaker of the Parliament, made Lord 
Chancellor, or when he took any like weighty mat
ter upon him--to go to church and be confessed, 
to hear Mass, and -be houseled, so did he likewise 
in the morning early the selfsame day that he was 
summoned to appear before the lords at Lambeth.3

Later, as he boarded the boat with his son-in-law, he
said, "Son, Roper, I thank the Lord that the field is
w o n . I t  was his glory to have chosen eternal happi-

/ness with God. In words that almost paraphrase those * 4

^William Roper, The Mirrour of Vertue in Worldly 
Greatnes (London: Chotto and Windus, 1909), p. x.

2Ibid., p. ix. 5Ibld., p. 71.
4Ibid., p. 71.
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quoted above from St. Bernard, Roper explains, "It 
was for that the love he had to God wrought in him so 
effectually, that it conquered all his carnal affec
tions utterly

Usually . . . the triumphs of Fame, from Petrarch 
down, were shadowed by St. Augustine's doctrine 
that the "contempt of fame is a great vertue: 
because God beholdeth it, and not the judgment ofman.

Surely this note is dominant in the loves of God's 
heroes just discussed. However, the phrase, "because 
God beholdeth it, and not the judgment of man," is in 
the Aristotelian sense read to mean, "because god-like 
men behold it." For this reason, I take exception to 
the statement of Professor Hughes that "the Augustinian 
view was to dominate Renaissance ethics."3 This is 
only a half-truth. Even theoretically, it seems that
the Aristotelian concept more likely dominates the era.

»The Ebhics of Aristotle furnished a basis for a 
type of honor just short of the heroicity of the saints; 
it is the mean between the two extremes of honor and 
is called magnanimity. The Philosopher "is concerned 
with the end of man understood as the ordering of human * 5

1Ibid., p. 72.
^M. Y. Hughes, "Milton and the Sense of Glory," 

P§, XXVIII, 109.
5Ibid., p. 109.
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conduct in this life.”1 Renaissance humanists, in 
studying the theory of Aristotle, were deeply im
pressed by its ethical attractiveness and overlooked 
the fact that it fell short of the Christian ideal of 
perfection. Consequently, they found themselves living 
as though this earth were also heaven, ”the heaven of 
a human imitation of the life and beatitude of God.”2 

Magnanimity, defined by modern translators as 
great-souledness or highmindedness, ’’expresses the atti
tude of one who, rightly conscious of his own merits is 
indifferent to praise except from those whose approval 
is valuable.”'-’ It is similar to but more extensive 
than Cicero’s concept that ’’true glory is the appro
bation of good men.Piccolomini describes the great- 
souled man as ’’setting a justly high value upon himself
and preferring the esteem of intelligent contemporaries

»
to riches, noble birth and all the goods of fortune.”* 2 * 4 5 
The common denominator of all of these definitions is

^A. C. Pegis, ’’Matter, Beatitude and Liberty,”
The Thomist, V (1936), 270.

2Ibid., p. 270.
5J. Murray (ed.), New English Dictionary (Ox

ford: Clarendon Press, 1888), Article , ’’Magnanimous .”
4H . P. Jones (ed.), Dictionary of Foreign 

Phrases and Classical Quotations. (Edinburgh: John 
Grant, 1918), p. 48.

5M. Y. Hughes, ’’The Christ of Paradise Re
gained,” p. 260.
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being someone admirable, combining the Noblesse oblige 
with a contemptus rnundi, in contrast with doing some
thing great.

In the literature of the period, Job came to 
be recognized as the greatest human exemplar of the 
Christian ideal of the magnanimous man.-'- St. Augustine 
had cited Job as a noble example of the summum bonum 
of Christian poverty. Thomas Hooker, on the contrary, 
but in line with the standards of his day, sets Job up 
as a proof that security is the highest good. The 
earliest effort in England to Christianize the Aristo
telian ideals of the magnanimous man, came to a head 
in Arthur of Spenser’s Faerie Q,ueene.1 2 There is an 
element of Christian humanism in Spenser which derives 
its authority from a great and sustained tradition of 
patristic and medieval thought.3 Since Arthur is sup
posed to be a presiding genius in each of the books, 
it is fitting that he possess magnanimity, "the crown 
of the virtues, as it enhances them, and cannot exist 
apart from them.”4

Just as Spenser chose Arthur to illustrate

1Ibid., p. 264. SIbid., p. 258.
3H. S. V. Jones, ’’Magnanimity in Spenser's

Legend of Holiness,” SP, XXIX (1932), 200.
4Ibid., p. 200.
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magnanimity, Milton chose Christ to epitomize the con
cept of glory known as heroic virtue in which the hero 
became great through rational self-conquest. This 
choice is probably owing to the influence of the alle
gories of the Middle Ages, in -which only a sinless 
Galahad could be really heroic. The undivine Christ 
epitomizes Milton*s theoretical concept of heroic vir
tue which holds that, ’’when seeking or avoiding . . . 
riches, advantages or honours, we are actuated by a 
regard for our own dignity rightly understood.”1 
There is an element of contemptus mundi in Christ’s 
rejection of Satan’s stupendous offer, and the con
tempt is emphasized in Satan's reply:

Since neither wealth, nor honor, arms nor arts, 
Kingdom nor Empire pleases thee, nor aught 
By me proposed in life contemplative 
Or active, tended on by glory, or fame,
What dost thou in this World, the Wilderness 
For thee is fittest place.^

This preference for the desert is a common 
theme in the heroic tradition. As often as not, it 
is only a device. Petrarch had set the example in
Italy. "While he penned dissertations on the futility

1
of fame and the burden of celebrity, he was trimming

1M. Y. Hughes, "The Christ of Paradise Regained,”
p. 259.

^John Milton, "Paradise Regained,” Works, ed. 
p-. A. Patterson (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1931), IV, 368-373. All references to Milton through
out this study are taken from this edition.
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his sails to catch the breeze of popular applause ."l- 
The "parade of humanism,"* 2 which denounced the life at 
court and praised the shepherd’s pastoral life, per
meated much of the Renaissance literature in England. 
In The Christian Doctrine Milton tries to justify 
the preference for the desert to the enjoyment of 
honors, on purely natural grounds.3 Milton, himself, 
"whose theme in every major poem may be regarded on 
one of its facets as g l o r y , w a s  more sympathetic 
with Satan's "outpouring of the Renaissance passion 
for earthly glory."3

The noble, imperturbable, almost stoic char
acter of Milton's Christ reminds one of the rational 
element which prevailed in Renaissance virtue also 
on the continent. Muzio, a sixteenth-century Italian,
defined a virtuoso as "a man governing himself by*
reason."6 Piccolomini's concept of heroic virtue 
amounted to the extinction of appetite by reason.^

lj• Symonds, "Petrarch," Encyclopedia Britannica, Voi. XVII, 14th ed. ------  ------------
2Craig, Enchanted Glass, p. 184.
5M. Y. Hughes, "Milton and the Sense of Glory,"p. 113.

268.

4Ibid., p. 107. 5Ibid., p. 108.
6Bryson, Point of Honor, p. 109.
7M. Y. Hughes, "The Christ of Paradise Regained," p.
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Platonically, Leo the Jew described the heroic nature 
as attained "only after sensuality has quite ceased 
to disturb virtuous reason."-'- This emphasis on per
sonal self-conquest is not strictly an element of 
Aristotelian magnanimity as we have seen it defined, 
and, therefore, constitutes the third level in Ren
aissance glory-seeking known as heroic virtue. Milton 
described it in the words,

. . . he who reigns within himself and rules 
Passions, Desires and Pears is more a King:
Which every wise and virtuous man attains.^

This heroic virtue, which stressed self-con
quest by rational powers alone, was recognized by the 
Renaissance readers of Savile’s translation of Agricola 
In praise of the man, Savile says,

This is true glory indeed . . . the glory and 
image of his mind, rather than of his body . . . 
the shape of the mind is eternal, which we may 
represent and express, not by matter and art 
borrowed abroad, but by our own manners within.

With not a little fear of the opinion of Shakespeare
scholars, I should like to place the great dramatist
in this category. His strength of mind is the potent
force behind all his genius, and in the last analysis, 1

1Ibid-., p. 271.
^"Paradise Regained," p. 466-472.
F. P. Wilson, Elizabethan and Jacobean quoting 

Savile’s trans. of Agricola '(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1945), p. 39.
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it is probably the '’glory of his mind” and not "the 
body of his work” that have made him immortal. Like 
Agricola he needs no image cut in marble or metal.^ 
Milton recognized this fact when he penned his lines 
on Shakespeare,

What needs my Shakespeare for his honored bones 
The labor of an age in piled stones,
Or that his hallowed relics should be hid 
Under a star-ypointed pyramid?
Dear Son of Memory, great heir of Fame,
What need'st thou such weak witness of thy name?^

This honor of a lasting name was that studious
ly sought by Milton in all his works. He very ex
plicitly states his desire for personal aggrandize
ment early in his career when referring to the 
Orators and Historians and Elegiac poets:

Whence having observ'd them to account it the chief 
glory of their wit, in that they were ablest to 
judge, to praise and by that could esteeme them
selves wd rthiest to love those high perfections 
which under one name or another they took to cele
brate, I thought with myselfe by every instinct 
and presage of nature which is not want to be 
false, that what imboldn'd them to this task might 
with such diligence as they us'd imbolden me, and 
that what judgment, wit, or elegance was my share, 
would herein best appears, and best value it selfe, 
by how much more wisely and with more love of 
virtue I should choose (let rude eares be absent) the object of not unlike praises.3 1 * 3

1F. P. Wilson, Elizabethan and Jacobean, p. 39.
2”Lines on Shakespeare,” I, 31.
3John Milton, "An Apology Against a Pamphlet, 

called a Modest Confutation," Vol. Ill of The Works of 
John Milton, p. 302-303.
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Thus Milton set himself the goal of being a great poet, 
a national poet, of writing an English epic Mto the 
glory of England^ It is quite obvious from this in
tended purpose that Milton’s theoretical concept of 
heroic virtue as depicted in the desert-seeking Christ 
is far removed from his practical, personal ideal. In 
the poem Lycidas, he admits and regrets his failure to 
achieve the fame he so ardently desired.2

Edmund Spenser also set about his great epic
with the avowed purpose of gaining renown.

It is typical of ’that sacred hunger of ambitious 
minds' in which Spenser was at one with his age, 
that at the time when he was pressing his worthy 
fortunes in the service of Leicester he should 
have embarked upon the composition of a vast 
heroic poem, designed as he flatly professed in 
a letter to Harvey, to 'emulate,' perhaps to 
'overgo,' the Orlando Furioso. Such an achieve
ment would not only place him at the head of the 
English poets, it would rank him as the foremost poet of the world.”3

t

Some of the meditations on Fame in his Shepherd's 
Calendar, carry the same theme as does Milton's 
Lycidas.

A thirst for glory is also reflected in the 
life and works of Sir Francis Bacon. As a philosopher, * 2 *

-•-John S. Diekhoff, Milton on Himself (New York: Oxford University Press, 1939), p. xviii.
2I, 76.

- ^J* H. Hanford, A Milton Handbook (New York:F. S. Crofts, 1936), p. 153.
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he should have been drawn to the magnanimous type of 
heroicity, which preferred the desert to an active 
life. Bacon, however, was determined not to be left 
among the groundlings in the court of King James, and 
entered Gray’s Inn resolved to scale the heights of 
power.1 His disappointment is reflected in his essay,
Of Great Place.

Another seventeenth-century man, Abraham Cowley, 
was also very outspoken about his concern for praise.
He opens his Miscellanies with the lines,

What shall I do to be forever known,
And make the age to come my own.2

'In an essay, Of Greatness, he jokingly quotes Montaigne's 
quip, ’’Since we cannot attain to greatness . . . let's 
have our revenge by railing at it.”3 But the jest ends 
when he adds, ”1 believe he desired it no more than I 
do, and had less reason.”4 His subsequent reasoning 
remains as a further indication that he, like so many 
others in his age, sought as much personal honor and 
glory as he could attain.

lj. Devey, (ed.), Works of Lord Bacon (London:
H. Bohn, 1852), p. xiv.

2A. R. Waller (ed.), Poems of Abraham Cowley 
(Cambridge: University Press’̂ 1905), p7 15

•TA. R. Waller (ed.), Essays, Plays and Sundry 
Verses of Abraham Cowley (Cambridge: University Press, 
1906), p. 428.

4Ibid., p. 428.
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Other echoes of heroic virtue are heard in 
several of Milton's contemporaries. Sir William Temple 
considered it a perfection of natural reason; Sir Thomas 
Browne gave it a religious turn; and the Cambridge 
Platonist, Henry More, with Milton and Tasso, conceived 
of the heroic character as contemplative.̂

In contrast with these so-called contemplatives, 
there are the two final degrees of honor which may well 
be classified as active; namely, virtu1 and the honor 
of court-life. Both lay stress on doing rather than 
being, and both reflect the ’'good” sought by military 
men.

The quality referred to as virtu1 consisted 
mainly of physical and mental might.2 The Roman 
heroes, through such sources as Plutarch, were a real
source of admiration and imitation for Renaissance

*
soldiers. Plutarch notes that the Romans in those days 
set great store by valiantness which they termed virtus.5

Incomparably more influential than Plutarch in

■̂ M. Y. Hughes, ’’The Christ of Paradise Regained," pp. 269-270.
pR. W. Battenhouse, Marlowe's Tamburlaine (Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 1941), p. 215,footnote.
^H. Granville-Barker and G. B. Harrison, Companion 

to Shakespeare Studies (New York: Macmillan Co., 1934) p. ..232.
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the Renaissance concept of virtu1 were Seneca and 
Machiavelli. "Seneca's influence in this respect is 
especially marked in the period before Machiavellian 
literature began to exert its Italianate fascination 
on Marlowe and his successors."1 As a Stoic moralist, 
Seneca praised the virtuous patriarchal king by pre
senting the negative or reverse side of the picture.

With an epigrammatic terseness, Seneca's tyrants 
praise forms of government which the Elizabethan 
moralists abhorred as the worst abuses of king- 
ship . . . The attendant argues in vain that 
compulsion changes subjects into enemies and that 
considerations of honour, virtue and faith should 
guide the exercise of royal power.2

Renaissance imitation of this type occurs in The Mis
fortunes of Arthur and Pulke Greville's play, Mustapha.3

The Machiavellian imitations carried with them no 
such attempt to warn, or teach a lesson. They simply 
recreated other rulers along the Machiavellian lines. 
Esentially, the Lion and the Fox doctrine predominated, 
and, as a result, the rule of reason and intelligence 
is abandoned. Subjects are treated only in view of 
increasing the ruler's own worldly power. To sum up 
the principle, in the words of W. A. Armstrong,

1

Virtu', the will to power, which Machiavelli ex
tolled, is a natural not a moral force, consisting

^W. A. Armstrong, "The Influence of Seneca and 
Machiavelli on the Elizabethan Tyrant," RES, XXIV, 20.

^Ibid., p. 21. 3Ibid., pp. 20-21.
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of physical and mental energy. Consequently, he 
jthe ruler] minimized the spiritual factor in human 
affairs and exalted the successful materialism of the superman.

The Elizabethan dramatist who developed the most 
accurate recreations of the Prince was Marlowe. As 
Courthope avers, ’’Marlowe embraces the doctrine of 
Machiavelli. Tamburlaine is literally the incarna
tion of virtu1.3 Faustus and his undaunted pursuit of 
knowledge; Barrabas and his boundless hatred and re
venge; and the personal ambition of Mortimer all spring 
from a belief of what is possible to the resolved and 
daring soul,4 to the soul who is convinced that self- 
interest is the dominant principle behind human behavior.5 
The essence of virtu' is also represented in the person 
of Bajazeth, Tamburlaine's captured king who clung tena
ciously to his honor up to the moment that he brained 
himself against the wa],ls of his cage.6

The fifth and last degree of honor to be con
sidered is the type sought by all who had any connection 
with, or knowledge of, the court. Everyone wanted to

-̂Influence of Seneca, p. 27.
^History of English Poetry, p. 2.
5Ibid., pp. 406-407. 4Ibid., p. 407.
Armstrong, Influence of Seneca, p. 27.
6Courthope, History of English Poetry, p. 407.
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please the queen and enjoy her favor. To be dubbed 
"sir knight"; to spend one's life among the courtiers; 
to serve the queen; this was high honor. The preva
lence of this ideal, as well as the means of achieving 
it, may well be attributed to the Renaissance system 
of education.

School learning held up to the prince and the 
courtier the ideal of a superior existence which was 
to be achieved by effort . . . gentlemanly pursuits, 
study, dress, bearing. The prizes of life, [favour 
at courtj now theoretically open to all, were the reward of their labor.1

An Elizabethan who exemplifies this courtly 
honour is Lord Essex. His fate is too well known to
s '
repeat here, but it is significant that Bacon had 
warned him "of the danger of military greatness and 
ambition, neglect of punctilious behaviour towards the 
Queen, and excessive popularity."* 2 Raleigh might well 
have been given the same* advice since his ideal of 
honor falls into the same category as that of Essex.
And both of them should have profited by the fortune 
of Henry, surnamed Hotspur, whom Shakespeare had set 
before them in I Henry IV.

11

Whatever the manifestation in life and litera
ture, the prime causes of the search for honor cannot

^Craig, Enchanted Glass, p. 188.
2- Granville-Barker, Companion to Shakespeare,

p . 178.
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be mistaken. ’’Glory was a matter of private ethics”; 
the will, making its choice among the particular as
pects of honor presented to it by the Renaissance 
intellect which, in turn, culled ideas of the ’’good” 
from the ideals popularized by the court and the clas
sics .

1



CHAPTER II

THE HONOR CONCEPT IN SHAKESPEARE'S PLAYS
v

It is not difficult to fit Shakespeare's plays 
into this general Renaissance concept of honor. 
Throughout his career, whether Shakespeare is writing 
comedy, tragedy or history, we find him conscious 
with his fellow-Elizabethans of fame, honor, and 
glory, and his characters reflect this consciousness 
both in word and action. Characteristically, the 
various phases of the theme are presented in a de
tached manner, giving emphasis to each degree in pro
portion to its popularity at the time.

With the exception of occasional references, 
Shakespeare's characters take little interest in the 
glory of heaven. The type of person about whom he 
wrote was not, by nature, a saint, nor disposed to 
strive for sanctity. The characters were, however, 
conscious of the fact that their goal of temporal

1

honor was not the highest, and, at times, admitted 
turning ”the working of the hart” to outer parts

-^William Shakespeare, The Complete Works ed. 
George Lyman Kittredge (New York: Ginn and Company, 
1936), Love's Labours Lost, IV, i, 36-37. All ref
erences to Shakespeare throughout this study are 
taken from this edition.

37
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instead of to the more spiritual things.
Shakespeare's treatment of Aristotelian mag

nanimity occurs in the Hal plays, and will he treated 
in the later chapters of this thesis. The usual medi
um for depicting this type of character, as we saw 
in Milton's Paradise Lost, was the national epic. 
Tillyard contends that the two parts of Henry IV, 
taken as a single organism, develop the epic theme and 
achieve the same results though in a different form.1

The lesser degrees of glory abound in the 
plays of Shakespeare just as they abounded in the 
Elizabethan streets and courts and camps. Reputation 
and honor were incentives motivating people to act; 
wars were fought to gain glory; fame is seen as some
thing that will last after death. Everyone is seeking 
honor in some form or other.

The King of Navarre, setting out with his com
panions on their unique experiment, declares in the 
first lines of hove's Labours Lost,
Let fame, that all hunt after in their lives,
Live register'd upon our brazen tombs,
And then grace us in the disgrace of death;
When, spite of cormorant devouring time,
The endeavour of this present breath may buy
That honour which shall bate his scythe's keen edge, 
And make us heirs of all eternity.''

^Shakespeare1s Historical Plays (New York: 
Macmillan Co., 1946), p. 298.' This point will be 
further developed in Chapter VI.

^Love's Labours Lost, I, i, 1-7.
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Not only do "all hunt after” glory, but they stop at
nothing In their effort to achieve it. Later, in the
same play, the Princess observes,
And out of question, so it is sometimes:
Glory grows guilty of detested crimes,
When for Fame's sake, for praise an outward part 
We bend to that, the working of the hart.1

Capell interprets this to mean that we bend the working 
of our heart to any ill purposes that serve the pur
chase of glory.1 2 In the later plays, there is a more 
distinct evaluation of honor as a lesser good«

Glory did frequently grow ’’guilty of detested 
crimes.” Othello, after conniving with Iago to murder 
Cassio, lays his crime on the scapegoat, honor:

For nought I did in hate but all in honour.3 
Likewise, Cassius in Julius Caesar would incite Bru
tus to murder with honor as a motive:

Honor is the subject of my story.4 5 
Here, it is interesting to follow Cassius's reasoning. 
He would have Brutus murder until 

Ambition's debt is paid.^

1Ibid., IV, i, 34-37.
2William Shakespeare, Love's Labours Lost, ed. 

by H. H. Furness (Philadelphia: Lippincott, 1910), 
p. 115. Quoting E. Capell (London: 1779), p. 199.

30thello, V, ii, 295.
- 4Julius Caesar, I, ii, 92.

5Ibid., III, i, 82.
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Brutus, in his part of the funeral oration, makes it
clear that he would honor valor, but slay ambition:

As Caesar lov'd me, I weep for him; as he was 
unfortunate, I rejoice at it; as he was valiant 
I honor him; but--as he was ambitious, I slew 
him.

The conflict in the play may be summed up as honor 
versus ambition. We shall see later that the conflict 
in the Hal Plays is similar.

Often the crime committed in the name of 
honor was no less than war. This is unquestionably 
attested in Cymbeline:

The toil o' the war,
A pain that only seems to seek out danger 
I' the name of fame and honour.1--'

The King of Prance gives further evidence in All1s
Well that Ends Well when he dispatches a messenger to

. . . Let higher Italy

. . . see that you came
Not to woo honour, but to wed it.'

The significant role played by honor-seekers when they
waged a war is shown forcibly in the closing scene of
Coriolanus. In the scene, glory is referred to three
times. One of the conspirators reminds Aufidius that, 1 2

1Ibid., ii, 26-29.
2Cymbeline, III, iii, 51-53.
5A11's Well that Ends Well, II, i, 12-15.
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from the sacking of Rome, they look'd
For no less spoil than glory.^

Aufidius interrupts with an explosion at the thought
of having lost this most coveted prize:

. . . There was it;
For which my sinews snail be 
stretch'd upon him.

The conspirators also criticize the citizens who tender
glory to Coriolanus:

And patient fools 
. . . their base throats tear 
With giving him glory.

In the first scene of the play we are given the 
clue to the Machiavellian virtu' which Coriolanus de
picts. His subjects speak thus of him:

Against him first. He's a 
very dog to the commonalty.
What he hath done famously, he did it to that end.5

*

In answer to the citizens' request for corn, Coriolanus
replies in wrath:

Hang 'em! . . .
They say there's corn enough?
Would the nobility lay aside their ruth 
And let me use my sword, I'd make a quarry 
With thousands of these quarter'd slaves as high 
As I could pick my lance.6

1V, vi, 44. ^Ibid., 45 -46.
3Ibid., 54. 4Ibid., I, i, 30
5Ibid., 36.
^Coriolanus, I, i, 196, 200-204.
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Throughout the play, the tyrant regards "his subjects 
. . . as selfish and materialistic creatures who, if 
suitably manipulated, will serve to increase his 
worldly power.

Shakespeare is imitating Marlowe in Coriolanus
as well as in his other portrayal of Machiavellism,
Richard III. In fact, Richard would "set the murderous
Machiavel to school."2 The principles which determine
his method of gaining the crown are already pronounced
in H I  Henry VI, the play which precedes his own. In
the following speech, designed to convince his hearers
that he would be king, the ambitious prince manifests
three distinct characteristics of The Prince:

Why, I can smile, and murther whiles I smile,
And cry, "Content I" to that which grieves my heart, 
And wet my cheeks with artificial tears,
And frame my face to all occasions.
I'll drown more sailors than the mermaid shall;
I'll slay more gazers than the basilisk;
I'll play the orator as well as Nestor,
Deceive more slily than Ulysses could,
And like a Sinon, take another Troy.
I can add colours to the chameleon,
Change shapes with Proteus for advantages,
And set the murtherous Machiavel to school.
Can I do this, and cannot get a crown?
Tut, were it farther off, I'll pluck it down.3

In the first four lines, Richard makes it clear that
"It is only his reputation for virtue that he need * 2 3

% .  A. Armstrong, Influence of Seneca, p. 26.
2III Henry VI, III, ii, 193.
3Ibid., 182-195.
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have, it is only his outer appearance which counts.”'1'
When he goes on to declare that "I'll drown . . . I'll 
slay . . . Deceive,” he is ignoring any moral responsi
bility for his actions, which is another Florentine 
rule for the ruler. Finally, he exhibits that quality 
of virtu' which Sidney's Basilius lacked, "that human 
ability which, without aid or reference to any super
natural force, can achieve success in a world of blind 
fate.”2 This is but the prologue to Richard's king- 
ship. The play in which he rules is but a detailed 
incarnation of Machiavellian principles according to 
the true Marlovian pattern.

The popularity of The Tragedy of Macbeth lies 
in its condemnation of tyranny in the Senecan fashion. 
"Macduff's discussion of kingly virtues of Malcolm in 
Act IV, scene ii of Macbeth may be an adaptation of 
[Seneca's] convention.Such a treatment of a tyrant 
"was naturally congenial to the Elizabethans since it 
approximated to their own beliefs and lent to their 
ideals of kingship the strength of classical authority.”* 4

-̂ ■Irving Ribner, "Machiavelli and Sidney: The 
Arcadia of 1590,” SP, XLVII (April, 1950, No. 2), 171.

^Ibid., p. 158 footnote.
^Armstrong, Influence of Seneca, p. 22.
4Ibid., p. 25.
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Another outlook on glory which has its roots 
in the classical revival and is reflected in Shake
speare's plays is fame's everlastingness. In his 
preface to Concerning the Instruction of Princes, 
Giraldus Cambrensis recalls Cicero's noble eulogy:

The course of life is short, of glory, eternal.1 
The Elizabethans liked the idea of being honored even 
after death. The word, forever, set up a sympathetic 
vibration on the human heart strings, and promised 
satisfaction to the desire of the will for everlasting 
happiness, eternal glory.

In Richard III, speaking of Julius Caesar, the 
youhg prince says,

That Julius Caesar was a famous man.
With what his valour did enrich his wit,
His wit set down to make his valour live.
Death makes no conquest of this conqueror,
For now he lives in fame, though not in life.2*

Caesar, the literary man and soldier, the victor and 
the victim, had achieved lasting fame through ambition, 
and although the passion of ambition brought him to 
his death, the

Elizabethans discern in its victim a quality'of 
fatal grandeur. As one of their favorite French 
humanists puts it, ambition "lodgeth only in

Cambrensis, Concerning the Instruction of Princes, p. 134.
2Richard III, III, i, 84-88.
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great minds, even in the angells themselves."^
Soldiers returning from war, wounded or killed, 

were given special pomp and ceremony as a reminder that 
they would live on in fame, and also as an incentive to 
the remaining army. Titus Andronicus says, as his 
valorous dead are lowered into the grave,

In peace and honour rest you here, my sons.^
There was nothing new in this spur at a funeral ora
tion; Pericles had used the same prod during the 
Peloponnesian Wars. He assured the soldiers that 
"that which makes the splendour of the present and 
the glory of the future remains forever unforgotten.1,3 
Titus andronicus expresses similar sentiments wnen he 
says to his army,

Welcome, nephews, from successful wars,
You that survive and you that sleep in fame.4

It is possible that this emphasis placed on fame after 
death arose partially from the fact that many failed 
to achieve it during life. We have seen men like 
Milton, Spenser, and Bacon give evidence of their bit
ter disappointment even in their literary works.

■^Armstrong, Influence of Seneca, p. 20.
sTitus Andronicus, I, i, 150.
'-’Thucydides, The Peloponnesian War (New York:The Modern Library, 1934), p. 119.

"  4 Titus Andronicus, I, i, 173.
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Shakespeare also stresses this facet of the life of 
glory.

Audiences that attended the Globe theater
regularly did not come away feeling that a life of
honor was a life of joy unalloyed. They had heard
Apemantus, the churlish philosopher, in Timon of
Athens speak thus of glory:

Like madness is the glory of this life,
As this pomp shows to a little oil and root.1

Later, after the fall of Timon, his friends exclaim
in sorrow,

0 the fierce wretchedness that glory brings us!1 2 
Timon and his friends had realized too late the grief 
and bitterness that arise from the false honor tendered 
by flattering friends.

Cardinal Wolsey's farewell speech in Henry VIII
depicts the uncertainty, of earthly glory; it comes and
goes, like death, with no respect for age, leaving in
its wake broken, bitter hearts:

Farewell, a long farewell, to all my greatness!
This is the state of man: to-day he puts forth 
The tender leaves of hopes; tomorrow blossoms 
And bears his blushing honours thick upon himj(
The third day comes a frost, a killing frost,
And when he thinks, good easy man, full surely 
His greatness is a-ripening, nips his root,
And then he falls, as I do. I have ventur'd

1I, ii, 139-140.
2Ibid., IV, ii, 30.
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Like wanton boys that swim on bladders,
This many summers in a sea of glory;But far beyond my depth. My high-blown pride 
At length broke under me, and now has left me 
Weary and old with service, to the mercy 
Of a rude stream that must for ever hide me.
Vain pomp and glory of this world, I hate ye i 
I feel my heart new open’d. 0, how wretched 
Is that poor man that hangs on princes' favours I 
There is betwixt that smile he would aspire to,
More pangs and fears than wars or women have;
And then he falls like Lucifer,
Never to hope again.!

Shakespeare's dramatic presentation of the 
Renaissance concept of honor is, as we would expect, 
a reflection of the Elizabethan mind. There "were two 
moods of approach prevalent at the time: an arrogant 
assurance on the one hand, and an elegiac wistfulness 
on the other, had become conventional.”1 2 Shakespeare, 
as we have seen, did not gravitate exclusively to 
either of the conventional poles, but gave proportionate 
emphasis to all the varied degrees of honor which he 
perceived among his fellow-Elizabethans.

1Henry VIII, III, ii, 351-372.
2Geoffrey Bullough, "Introduction," Poems and 

Dramas of Fulke Greville (2 vols.; New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1945), I, 62.



CHAPTER III

HONOR IN THE HAL PLAYS

The Elizabethan concept of honor is not much 
different from the concept as it is found in any other 
age. It has its own manifestations, peculiar to the 
Elizabethan court and the people who made up that 
court, but it sill stems from the very nature of man, 
who acts n in view of a certain good which is an ana- 

x logue of the supreme Good.”! Men of all ages, in 
their search for honor, are trying to satisfy a con
fused desire for that supreme Good. In the Renais
sance era, this confusion resulted in gross excess;
neither Milton, nor Sidney, nor Essex knew how to*
achieve a mean in their search for honor. This mean,
or middle way, which is conspicuous for its absence
in Elizabethan life, Aristotle calls real virtue.

It is a mean between two vices, that which depends 
on excess and that which depends on defect; and 
again, it is a mean because the vices respectively 
fall short of or exceed what is right in both

^"Etienne Gilson, The Spirit of Medieval Philo
sophy, trans. A. H. C. Downes (New York: Charles 
Scribner's Sons, 1940), p. 274.
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passions and actions, while virtue both finds 
and chooses that which is intermediate.1

Upon careful analysis of the Hal plays, one 
recognizes this pattern of excess, defect, and mean, 
with regard to honor. Shakespeare has cast the char
acters of Hotspur, Palstaff, and Prince Hal in such a 
way that they illustrate the three points of Aristo
telian honor. Describing these degrees with regard 
to virtue in general, Aristotle saw a distinct rela
tionship among them, and explained:

There are three kinds of dispositions, then, two 
of them vices, involving excess and deficiency 
respectively, and one a virtue, viz. the mean, 
and all are in a sense opposed to all; for the 
extreme states are contrary to the intermediate 
state and to each other, and the intermediate tothe extremes. 2

This same relationship exists among the three leading 
characters of the Hal plays.

In the first plŝ ce, they are all opposed to 
each other. Hotspur and Palstaff, the extremes, are 
contrary to each other as well as to Hal, the mean. 
Hotspur worships mere honor, Falstaff ridicules it, 
and Prince Hal endeavors to achieve the mean. "These 
states being thus opposed to one another, the greatest

^thica Hicomachea, edited by W. D. Ross (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1942), 1107a, 2-6.
All references to Aristotle’s Ethics throughout this 
study are taken from this edition.

gIbid., 1108b, 11-15.
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contrariety is that of the extremes to each other.-1 
Thus, in the second place, the ambition of Hotspur 
and the lack of it in Palstaff have nothing in common.

"Again, to the intermediate some extremes show 
a certain likeness."I 2 Compared with Hotspur, Prince 
Hal is of the nobility, and he is a soldier. Both of 
them realize the dignity of their own rank and the 
glory attached to military victory. Their dissimilar
ity arises in the manner in which they attempt to 
achieve and possess these ends. Palstaff, the defect 
of honor, also possesses a certain likeness to Hal. 
They enjoy the excellent wit and humor of each other, 
and share a disdain for the false honor which Hotspur 
covets. The wit of Palstaff is his chief, if not his 
only claim to honor. For the Prince, wit is but a 
means to an end. He uses it to help him gain friends 
and acquaintances, thereby gaining a deep insight in
to human nature. He then, could say, "I know you 
all . . ."3 to Poins and his play-making.

There is also a difference between Hal and
"the huge hill of flesh" that was his companion, in/
their outlook on honor. Palstaff scoffs at it. To

IIbid., 26-27.
2Ibid., 30.

- Henry IV, I, ii, 219.
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him it is but a word. "And what is in that word 
honour? Air.”1 The price of honor is too great for 
Palstaff and that is the chief difference between him 
and his monarch. Palstaff, in the light of Aristotle's 
teachings, is not worthy of honor because he is not 
virtuous;^ Hal, on the other hand, strives to possess 
the virtue which would win him honor. The Prince 
truly incarnates the Aristotelian mean.

Even a casual observer is likely to ask, ’’Which 
of the two extremes actually comes nearer the mean?” 
Aristotle gave a directive to answer the question when 
he wrote,

To the mean in some cases the deficiency, in some, 
the excess is more opposed. . . This happens from 
two reasons, one being drawn from the thing it
self; for because one extreme is nearer and liker 
to the intermediate, we oppose not this but rather its contrary to the intermediate. ̂

From this cause, then, Hotspur would appear to be 
nearer the mean. Henry, the soldier, the valiant an
tagonist of the Prince in the Battle of Shrewsbury is 
’’liker to the intermediate” both in birth and in bat
tle. But there is a second observation which the

1philosopher would have us consider:

1I Henry IV, V, i, 136-137
^Ethics, 1123b, 35.
3Ethics, 1109a, 1, 5-7.
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This, then is one cause drawn f r o m  the thing it
self; another is drawn from ourselves; for the 
things to which we ourselves more naturally tend 
seem more contrary to the intermediate.

Judging here from a subjective angle, the average
Shakespeare critic, more likely a Hotspur than a Pal-
staff, would see in the fat knight a greater similarity
to Hal.

As we analyze the actions of the three men in 
the subsequent chapters, we shall observe that the 
lines drawn between their respective positions are not 
hard and fast divisions. Hal- will appear, at times, 
to be nearer the extremes than the mean. Sut again, 
we can rely upon the text of the Ethics to elucidate 
the problem:

So much, then, is plain, that the intermediate 
state is in all things to be praised, but that we 
must incline sometimes toward the excess, some
times toward the deficiency; for so we shall most 
easily hit the mean,and what is right. For in 
everything it is no easy task to find the middle 
. . .Anyone can get angry--that is easy— or give or 
spend money; but to do this to the right person, 
to the right extent, at the right time, with the 
right motive, and in the right way, that is not 
for everyone, nor is it easy.1 2

Prince Hal, one day carousing with Falstaff in the
Boar’s Head, another challenging Hotspur to a duel,
bending first this way and then that, becomes the great

1Ibid., 11-14.
2Ibid., 24-28.
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dramatist’s creation of a whole human being striving 
to achieve the mean in man's greatest earthly good; 
and thus is more than a mere mechanical file of mag
nanimous virtues.

The text of Thomas Aquinas's Summa and of his 
twentieth-century editor along with that of Aristotle's 
Ethics gives an accurate delineation of the general 
characteristics of the virtue known as a proper pride, 
or magnanimity; that "crown of all virtues"1 which 
Henry V incarnates. A man with proper pride, says 
Aristotle, "thinks himself worthy of great things, be- 
ing worthy of them."* 2 Greatness must be characteristic 
of all his concerns, primarily greatness of virtue. 
Since "honour is the prize of virtue, and it is to the 
good that it is rendered,"3 "it is with honour that
proud men appear to be concerned; . . . but in accord-

*

ance with their deserts."4
The virtue of magnanimity plays an important 

role in moderating the expectations of honor. It acts 
as a "protector of reason's command."3 That the desire

•J-Jones, Magnanimity in Spenser's Legend, p. 200.
2Ethics, 1123b, 1-2.
3Ibid., 34. 4Ibid., 23.
hw. Farrell (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1945) 

III, 384.
9
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for honor must be curbed by a specific virtue is made
clear in the Companion to the Summa;

The serious threat to the command of reason does 
not come so much from the intrinsic nature of 
man's own passions; they were made to be subject 
to reason. Rather it comes from the extreme de
sirability of external things, especially from 
the attraction of money and honor. Of the two, 
the attraction of honor, is by far the greater, 
since, as a witness to virtue, it is so close to 
that supreme value in human life. Unquestionably, 
there is something of the supreme about honor, 
its blood is royal. It is given to God and to 
the best of men; to avoid its contrary men have 
sacrificed all else. It Is then a thing for which 
men are going to reach desperately; but a thing 
about which mistakes are so easily made that a 
virtue regulative of the appetite for honor is 
absolutely essential.1

Aquinas had stressed the need of a regulating virtue
and had described its proper object as follows:

. . . it is necessary to have a virtue regarding
the greatest and the lesser honors . . . with re
gard to great honors there is magnanimity. Where
fore we must conclude that the proper matter of 
magnanimity is great honor, and that a magnanimous 
man tends to such things as are deserving of honor.2

From this, two things are clear; first, the magnanimous 
man is concerned primarily with great honors, and sec
ondly, that he moderates his desire for these honors. 
"This agrees with the saying of the Philosopher 
(Eth. IV, 3) that the magnanimous man observes the 1

1Ibid., p. 384. 2S. Th., II II, Q. 129, A. 2.
^Aristotle, Ethics, 112313, 12-14, "The proud man, 

then, is an extreme in respect of the greatness of his 
claims, but a mean in respect of the rightness of them; 
for he claims what is in accordance with his merits, 
while others go to excess or fall short."
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extreme in quantity, but the mean in the right mode 
of action.”-*-

Should anyone question the virtue in striving 
for honors at all, objecting the contrariety between 
that and Christian humility, he will find the answer 
again in The Summa:

The essence of human virtue consists in safe
guarding the good of reason in human affairs, 
for this is man’s proper good. Now among ex
ternal things honors take precedence of all others 
as stated above (A 1: I-II, Q. 11, Art. 2 Obj. 3). 
Therefore that which observes the mode of reason 
in great honors, is a virtue.^

In the preceding statement which he alludes to, he ex
plains that honor is a great good because it attests 
to a person's virtue, and also because it is given to 
God. The proper concern for honor, consequently, can
not be at variance with any other virtue, even humility. 
St. Thomas elaborates on the distinction between the 
two virtues:

Humility makes a man think little of himself in 
consideration of his own deficiency, and magna
nimity makes him despise others in so far as they 
fall away from God’s gifts: since he does not 
think so much of others as to do anything wrong for 
their sake. Yet humility makes us honor others 
and esteem them better than ourselves, in so far 
as we see some of God’s gifts in them. The mag
nanimous ”contemns the vile” while the humble 
"honor them that fear the Lord.” It is therefore 
evident that magnanimity and humility are not

1S. Th. , I II, 64, A. 1.
2Ibid., II II, Q. 129, A. 3
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contrary to one another, although they seem to 
tend In opposite directions, because they proceed 
according to different considerations.

In conclusion, we would like to make two ob
servations about our interpretation of the honor con
cept in the Hal plays. In the first place, if it be 
accepted along with that of Courthope, we have a sig
nificant light thrown on Shakespeare's own philosophy 
of life. The English literary critic makes the fol
lowing observation:

From the sympathy and philosophic insight with 
which Shakespeare treats the character of this 
king, it is not unreasonable to suppose that his 
poetic conception was grounded on his own spiri
tual experience; so that in the series of dramas 
of which Hal is the hero, we have not only a vivid 
representation of English History but a reflection 
of the poet's most intimate thoughts about life 
and morality.

In the second place, this interpretation elucidates
the Elizabethan ideals concerning honor. And, again,

*we rely on Courthope for backing:
A higher achievement of genius was never accom
plished than the association of these three con
trasted characters in a single play; and the 
profound representations in their persons of the 
principle of honour makes the First Part of Hen
ry IV the most perfect expression at once of 
Shakespeare's own philosophy of life and of the 
ideals which, in the reign of Elizabeth, were 
urging their conflicting claims on the English 
imagination. * 2 3

•^Aquinas, S. Th., Q. 129, A. 3.
2History of English Poetry, p. 106.
3Ibid., p. 112.



CHAPTER IV

PALSTAPP--THE DEFECT OF HONOR

"I like not such grinning honour as Sir Walter 
hath,”1 the fat knight proclaimed, and might well have 
added, "nor any other honour either." In fact, Palstaff 
need not have said anything about honor at all, because 
his very mode of life outlawed the slightest possibili
ty of meriting the esteem of others. As a type of the 
'pusillanimous man, the defect of Aristotelian magna
nimity, Palstaff represents only one of the many ways 
in which a man can fall short of this virtue, for, as 
the philosopher said, "It is possible to fail in many 
ways (for evil belongs to the class of the unlimited 
. . .) for men are good in but one way but bad in 
many."^

The term, undue humility,3 which Aristotle 
attaches to this defect of honor, is deceiving when 
applied to Palstaff. Pettiness of soul, arising ffom 
an over-estimation of the greatness of the work which

1I Henry IV, V, iii, 57.
^Aristotle, Ethics, 110613, 27, 35.
5Ibid., 1125a, 18.
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faces him'*' connotes more fully the ’’material sen
suality and voluptuous egoism,”  ̂ the blatant brag
gadocio and witty cowardice which mark the old captains' 
conduct. Falstaff's philosophy of life is, according 
to G. B. Harrison, ’’the gross embodiment of the shadier 
side of war.”  ̂ His rejection of honors, we shall see, 
does not arise from a supernatural desire to remain 
hidden; such a suggestion would have brought forth 
from Falstaff a hearty roar and a humorous quip about 
his bulk. In order to understand the determining fac
tors in his concept of honor, we must consider the 

x whole man.
It is important to realize, first of all, that 

Falstaff ’’belongs by birth to the world of breeding 
and culture,”4 and consequently might very possibly 
have achieved honors at court. Boas speaks thus about 
his learning:

His talk is full of allusions only possible to a 
man of education, even though he applies them in

^Farrell, Companion, p. 394.
2S. B. Hemingway (ed.), The Hew Variorum Shake

speare , Henry the Fourth Part l"(Philadelphia: J. B7 
Lippincott Co., 1936), p. 420, quoting Chasles', 
L'Angleterre au 16ieme Siecle (1851), p. 211.

^Shakespeare under Elizabeth (New York: Henry 
Holt Co., 1933), p. 129.
- ^Hemingway, Variorum, p. 423, quoting Boas, 

Shakespeare and His Predecessors (1896), p. 273.
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a perverse way. He quotes readily from the 
Bible; he has read the cause of apoplexy in Galen . . .  In his letters he imitates ’’the hon
ourable Romans in brevity.” He is familiar with 
the drama, and his burlesque of Henry IV is done 
in ’’king Cambyses vein”; while it further shows 
acquaintance with the literary peculiarities of 
Euphuism, and superiority to his companions.

Shakespeare could well have used these same character
istics to produce a satirical litterateur of the stage. 
Instead, however, the dramatist camoflauges the learn
ing of Falstaff with a voluminous cloak of wit and 
humour and thus the potential doctor of letters be
comes ”by universal consent, the greatest comic figure 
of ancient or modern literature.”2 He says of himself,

The brain of this foolish-compounded clay, man,is 
not able to invent anything that intends to laugh
ter, more than I invent, or is invented on me. I 
am not only witty myself, but the cause that wit is in other men.*

Herein lies Falstaff*s great and only claim to honour 
or fame; he has an unfailing power of exciting laughter.4 5

A two-fold advantage which Falstaff enjoyed 
and which could possibly have brought another man to 
great military glory was his position as an acquaint
ance with the Prince and, at the same time, a captain 
in the army. John Palmer, in Political Characters of

4Ibid., Boas, p. 293. ^Ibid., Boas, p. 273.
5II Henry IV, I, ii, 8-12.

„ ^Hemingway, Variorum, p. 405, quoting Dr. John
son (1765), iv, 356.



Shakespeare, enumerates, with some exaggeration, Pal- 
staff’s claims to a political ranking:
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It is something of a shock to realize that he was 
a political character at all or had anything to 
do with public affairs, and it will be felt by 
many as something of an outrage to rank him, for 
any purpose whatever, with such persons as Prince 
John of Lancaster or the Earl of Worcester. But 
was not Sir John Palstaff entrusted with a charge 
of foot at Shrewsbury? Did he not raise forces 
for the King in Gloucestershire? Did he not 
attend a parley between the King and envoys of 
the rebel host? Did he not, if it comes to that, 
cross swords with Douglas and take prisoner a very 
valiant gentleman, Coleville of the Dale, who 
felt it no dishonour to surrender to so excellent 
a soldier? Palstaff has as much right to be 
seriously considered as an active public servant 
of the King’s party as any other of the captains 
at Shrewsbury.

Whether he had as much right to be considered as an 
active public servant, is certainly open to question, 
but that his officership held possibilities for 
achieving military fame cannot be doubted.

Shakespeare presents Falstaff from achieving
honor through the Prince in two ways. In the first
place, Hal's companionship accentuates the old captain's
wit and thus emphasizes the comic nature of Falstaff.
Secondly,"the education of a prince," not the court

/favor of a soldier, "is the burning question and Shake
speare plays it up in the conversion of Hal. " * 2 If

•̂Political Characters of Shakespeare (London: Macmillan Co., 1948), pp. T85-184.
2J. Dover Wilson, The Fortunes of Falstaff (New 
Macmillan Co., 1944), p. 21.York:
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the madcap prince is to develop into the ideal king, 
the magnanimous ruler, he must be ’’unable to make his 
life revolve round another unless he be a friend."^
The possibility of gaining honour through favoritism 
being removed, Falstaff's captaincy profited him 
nothing. The bold knight loved life far too much to 
endanger it for honour, a mere word. Life was every
thing to Palstaff. When upbraided by Hal for jesting 
about his sack during the heat of battle, Palstaff 
declares fearlessly, "Give me life, which I can save, 
so; if not, honour comes unlook'd for, and there's 

' an end.
Notwithstanding the rather convincing argument 

of Maurice Morgann, 3 we are inclined to believe that 
Palstaff did shun military action whenever possible;
but that, if he was a coward, he was a coward on prin-*
ciple. 4 Hazelton Spencer couples Palstaff's under
standing of honour with his apparent cowardice and * 2

•'■Aristotle, Ethics, 1124^, 31.
2I Henry IV, V, iii, 59-60.
^Maurice Morgann, in his Essay on Falstaff 

attempts to prove that Palstaff is brave and courageous 
by nature, but that lack of military employment, coupled 
with excellent wit and old age, minimize his valour. 
(Hemingway, Variorum, p. 406).

^Hemingway, Variorum, p. 414 quoting Mackenzie, 
Crit. Rem, on Falstaff (1786).
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explains thus:
He does his duty when it confronts him, but he is 
not one to go out of his way looking for it. This 
is the attitude of the veteran, of the professional, 
like Bluntschli in Arms and the Man, who long ago 
had his bellyful of fighting, retains no romantic 
illusions about war, is left cold by stay-at-home 
coinages like "the great prize of death in battle,” 
but does his possible when the pinch comes . . .
”0, I could wish this tavern were my druml” But 
the real drum taps. Palstaff grouses--and falls in. 1

To speak in litote, Palstaff's courage is not immod
erate; but his attitude contributes ”to a shrewd crit
icism of the proposition that war is romance. ” 2

In analyzing Palstaff as the Aristotelian de
fect of honor, it is necessary to regard the virtue 
from two different angles; first, as military honor, 
and second, as moral honor or reputation. Because of 
the well-known catechism which the old knight delivered
at Shrewsbury, his rejection of military glory is most

*

pronounced. The speech gives us at once Palstaff's 
philosophy of life versus honor, as well as a critical 
evaluation of the glory of courts and camps.

The reasons which Palstaff gives for declaring,
rr”I'll none of it!” are not only characteristic but 

convincing. Pirst of all, he introduces his exposition

^The Art and Life of William Shakespeare (New 
Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1940), p. 184.
2Ibid., p. 183. 5I Henry IV, V, i, 141.

York:
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ironically and with the usual play on words:
Honor pricks me on. Yea, but how if honor 
pricks me off when I come on? How then? 1

Pame and glory were sometimes referred to in the
classics as a spur to do great things. Once Falstaff
has responded to the prod, he fears being ’’pricked”
off by honor; his valorous and honourable opponent
might prick him off his horse. What then? Falstaff
suspects the worst and reveals his suspicion in the
next line:

Can honor set a leg? No. Or an arm? No.
Honor hath no skill in surgery, then? No.

'There was the ever-present fear of death, or love of
life, prompting Falstaff's action. If honor could
not insure the physical comforts of living, why bother
with it? "Life might be a jest, but he could see no
jest in dying. ” 1 * * 4 Further indication of the Fat knight's

*
fear of death is given when he counterfeits death rather 
than fight with Douglas. 5 But was it counterfeit? What 
does Falstaff say:

1 Ibld., V, i, 131-133.
^Ovid, Tristia, V, i, 75-76.
5I Henry IV, V, i, 133-134.
4Hemingway, Variorum, p. 406, quoting Morgann,

.assay on Falstaff (1777).
5I Henry IV, V, iv, 76 ff.
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I am no counterfeit. To die is to be a counterfeit; 
for he is but the counterfeit of a man who hath 
not the life of a man; but to counterfeit dying 
when a man thereby liveth, is to be no counterfeit, 
but the true and perfect image of life indeed.
The better part of valour is discretion: in the 
which better part I have saved my life. 4

In the presence of such weighty humour, we are inclined
to forget the coward and love the wit; but the truth
remains, Palstaff prefers his life to honour. It had
been Hal's counsel, "thou owest God a death, " 2 that
precipitated the fat knight's catechism on honor.
The immediate connection of death with honor betrays
Falstaff's real reason for declaring, ’’I'll none of it I”

Besides exposing Falstaff's over-weening desire
to live, the famous speech furnishes a commentary, as
wise as it is witty, on "that g r i n n i n g  idol of military
zealots, h o n o u r . Courthope says of it,

Here is the positive and material view of life put 
forward in all its grossness, but with extraordi
nary wit. Falstaff*is the spokesman of all who 
are content "propter vitam vivendi perdere causas. " 4

"What is honour? A word. What is that word honour?
Air. A trim reckoning. " 5 Such a castigation was not

1 Ibid., ¥, iv, 115-122.
2Ibid., V, i, 127.
•*'■'Hemingway, Variorum, p. 410, quoting Morgann, Essay on Falstaff.
^History of English Poetry, IV, 113.
5I Henry IV, V, i, 136-137.
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new to Elizabethan ears. Daniel, in his translation 
of Tasso's Aminta, had recorded, "that name, that 
Idle name of wind--that empty sound called Honour. 
Falstaff paraphrases: that empty sound, a word; the 
wind, but air. And having said that much, Falstaff 
ventures farther; this honor is something one has 
coming. A reckoning is defined in the New English 
Dictionary as "A computation of the sum owing by, or 
due to one."^ And honor is but a trim reckoning, 
surely not worth endangering life or limb.

That the fame of valiant deeds might last 
xbeyond the reckoning, either for the living or the 
dead, did not appeal to Falstaff:

Who hath it? He that died a Wednesday.
Doth he feel it? Doth he hear it? No.
'Tis insensible then. Yea, to the dead.

Therein lies the acid test of Falstaff's concept of*
the good. Can he perceive it with his senses and 
enjoy it? If not, this posthumous fame must be re
jected without further consideration. But does honor 
not heap great benefits on the living, and thus become 
worth its price? Falstaff, with his Shakespearean , 
knowledge of human nature, has no such delusions:

■̂ ■Hemingway, Variorum, p. 297, quoting Cowl, 
Sources of the Text (1928).

^"Reckoning," NED, Vol. VIII.
5I Henry IV, V, i, 136-140.
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But will it not live with the living? No. 
Detraction will not suffer it. Therefore,
I'll none of it.

Palstaff closes the dramatic derision of 
fleeting fame with a sweeping denunciation. The ex
tent of the castigation, "Honour is a mere scutcheon,"^ 
is explained by Warburton:

The reward of brave acts formerly was only some 
honourable bearing in the shields of arms 
bestowed upon deservers. But Palstaff having 
said that honour often came not until after death, 
calls it very wittily a scutcheon, which is 
printed heraldry borne in a funeral procession.
And by "mere scutcheon" is insinuated that whether 
alive or dead, honour was but a name.^

Cowl gives us further light on the insignificance of
the scutcheon:

A funeral escutcheon or hatchment . . . was the 
lowest description of heraldric ensign allotted 
for funerals. Mere gentlemen had no pennon, but 
as many scutcheons as they desired . . . The
scutcheons, which were made of metal, silk, 
buckram, paper royal, or pasted paper, were 
fastened up in the churches. 1 2 * 4

And so ends Palstaff's catechism, his curt evaluation
of military honor. The chorus form which Shakespeare
uses here is an indication of the importance of
Falstaff's message, since one of the chief functions

1Ibid., V, i, 140-142.
2Ibid., V, i, 143.
Hemingway, Variorum, p. 297, quoting Warburton 

(ed. 1797).
4Ibid., p. 297, quoting Cowl (ed. 1914).
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of this type of delivery was to ’’dramatize the universal 
significance of the c o n f l i c t . I t  says, in effect, 
that here is a man who is more than a dishonorable 
soldier; that he is a soldier who has something im
portant to declare about military ways: ”Do, not as 
he does, but as he says." Tillyard claims that the 
speech "is really the epitaph of his own defeat. " 2 

ihis is true in that, although Palstaff saw the error 
in honour-seeking, he failed to understand the signifi
cance of true honor. Instead of searching for the 
mean, he rejected the virtue unconditionally and became,
Non ethical analysis, a type of Aristotelian defect of 
honor.

There is one incident in each part of the 
Henry IV plays where Palstaff jests ironically about 
deserving honor. The scene in Part One is well known 
and follows close after the catechism. Hal had killed 
Percy, and Palstaff, after an uncalled-for emboweling 
oi the victim, casts the body victoriously over his 
shoulder. "The corpse of the hero," says Victor Hugo,
"is the tr°Phy ^ e  buffoon."3 Casting the prize,

•̂ Brooks and Heilman, Understanding: Drama.Glossary, p. 47. ■“------ -

^History Plays, p. 269.
„ - , Variorum, p. 420, quoting VictorHugo (ed. 1859-186617xi, 61. 6
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at Hal’s feet, Palstaff takes an officious stance and 
remarks, "There is Percy. If your Father will do me 
any honor, so; if not, let him kill the next Percy 
himself. I look to be either earl or duke, I can 
assure you."-1-

The second of Falstaff's pretentious claims
occurs in II Henry IV when Coleville meekly surrenders
with the obsequious avowal, "I think you are Sir John
Falstaff and in that thought yield me . " * 2 The victor
seizes the opportunity to jest playfully about the
honors he should receive,

Here he is, and here I yield him. And I beseech 
your grace let it be book'd with the rest of this 
day's deeds; or, by the Lord, I will have it in 
a particular ballad else, with mine own picture on 
the top on't, Coleville kissing my foot; to the 
which course if I be enforc'd if you do not ail 
show like two gilt two-pences to me, and I in the 
clear sky of fame o'ershine you as much as the 
full moon doth the cinders of the element, which 
show like pins' heads, to her, believe not the word of the noble.3

His challenge to "the word of the noble," is a final 
sally in which the tired, bloated, old knight equates 
nobility with empty praise. To the end, he sees the 
point of honor in ridiculous lights and foregoes no 
opportunity to ridicule it.

^I Henry IV, V, iv, 143-146.
2II Henry IV, IV, iii, 18-19. 
5 Ibid., 49-60.
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But what of Falstaff's wit and humor? Does 
he not merit the esteem of others through his perpetual 
gaiety? The question is not a simple one and cannot be 
answered without some qualifications. It is true, as 
we noted before, that he lives in fame as the greatest 
comic figure in literature. However, there are several 
questions that we might ask concerning Falstaff's humor, 
and, in the answers given by four notable critics, see 
that wit, in itself, is not a reliable or sufficient 
claim to honor since honor suggests great acts performed 
with excellence.

In the first place, is Falstaff's wit merely 
amusing? Brooks and Heilman would have us believe not. 
"It," they contend, "constitutes a criticism of the 
world of serious affairs, a criticism which, on certain 
levels, is thoroughly valid. The rulers of the world

* ihad better not leave it totally out of account."
From this viewpoint, we find the comic character more 
a satirist than a humorist, and the interpretation leads 
us to consider him again in the role of defective honor.

When we laugh, do we laugh with Falstaff, op
at him? It was Hazelton Spencer who posed this question
and he furnishes a satisfactory explanation:

. . . and the answer must take into account the 
affection he has inspired. We adore artists who

•̂Understanding Drama, p. 387.
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go to the trouble of pretending to be absurd and 
enforcing our escape into laughter’s temporary 
freedom. When a gifted fellow creature success
fully makes himself a motley to the view, we are 
thankful that he exists. Palstaff is a great 
artist--that is his real vocation and that is why 
Hal is so fond of him. He is the perpetual card, 
the life of the party, the professional diner-out, 
the Dr. Holmes of Eastcheap. He inspires both 
the belly laugh and the silvery tinkle of Meredith’s 
Comic Spirit. His are the fertility and inexhaus
tibility of genius. He is never caught--not till 
the last scene of Part 2, where we have the 
universal tragedy of the funny man. The world is 
not kind to artists: Agincourt is more important 
than lines of beauty or the explosive disintegration 
in a flashing phrase of a completely analyzed 
abstract idea. Or is it? "Truth" versus fiction, 
"history" versus poetry— Aristotle held other views. 
Was the valor of those English on St. Crispin's 
Day a more substantial contribution to the world's 
stock of memorabilia than the composition of King 
Henry the Fourth? Whether you laugh at or with 
Falstaff may depend on how hard you take the 
Agincourts.f

Falstaff’s humor, then, depends upon the effect he 
stimulates in the spectator, and because so many take 
the Agincourts very hard, there are few who can laugh 
with Falstaff, and therefore, few who honor the criti
cal commentary which he represents.

Another thought-provoking question is, "Why 
do we laugh at Falstaff at all when so much of his wit 
borders on the immoral?" Courthope, quoting Hobbes, 

contends that the depth to which Falstaff has fallen 
arouses a feeling of superiority in the spectator which, 
in turn, produces that sudden burst of glory that is

•̂The Art and Life of William Shakespeare ,p. 182.
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expressed in a hearty laugh. Hal's attraction to the
fat debauchee is explained in the same passage:

If it be asked what there is in Falstaff--a knight 
without sense of honour, a boastful coward, a fat 
debauchee--to attract the heroic soul of Prince 
Henry, the answer is that Falstaff is a comic 
character appealing with peculiar sympathy to that 
reflective humour which the Prince possessed. His 
character is an illustration of the truth of Plato's 
subtle observation that ’’the sense of the ridiculous 
is mainly excited by exhibitions of self-deception.” 
(Plato, Philebus, 48) He is a genuine representative 
of the selfish side of human nature, and puts into 
forcible words thoughts and feelings which other 
men do their best to keep out of sight. His cowardice 
is absolutely transparent, yet he is content with 
himself, and the witty euphuistic logic, the theat
rical bombast, the enormous lies, under which he 
seeks to disguise his real nature, only serve to 
bring it into stronger relief. Hence his character 
produces, in the imagination of the spectator, not 
only an idea of incongruity--the most essential 
element of the riaiculous--but that sense of 
superiority so forcibly described by Hobbes: ’’The 
passion of laughter is nothing else but a sudden 
glory, arising from a sudden conception of some 
eminency in ourselves, by comparison of the in
firmity of others, or of our own formerly.i

This interpretation leads us to conclude that Falstaff, 
clothed as he was in the fat of a fool, serves primarily 
as a foil to the lean and honorable Harry; he is a tool 
rather than a person. As Hardin Craig put it, ’’Falstaff 
had to have great qualities, such as perfection in 
repartee and adeptness in escape, in order that he 
serve in his role as misleader of princes.”  ̂ In con
sequence of this relative value of the old knight as

Courthope, History of English Literature, IV, 114.
2An Interpretation of Shakespeare, p. 141.



72

a humorist, he portrays, to use again the words of
Hazelton Spencer, ’’the universal tragedy of the funny
man,” neither loved nor honored, but only used.

It is difficult to be just to Falstaff.
Aristotle had said of his type,

The unduly humble man, being worthy of good things, 
robs himself of what he deserves, and seems to have 
something bad about him from the fact that he does 
not think himself worthy of good things. 1

Watching Palstaff’s small soul wallow in the bulk 
which was his body, we might pity him. Man's soul is 
not small, it is big; made for tremendous things, and 
the greatest of these, in the natural order, is honor. 
St. Thomas says of the person who rejects this prin
ciple of a good life:

If one were to despise honours so as not to care 
to do what is worthy of honour, this would be deserving of blame.

And that is precisely the position of Palstaff as he 
appears in the Hal plays.

^Ethics, 1125a, 18-22.
2S. Th., II II, Q. 129



CHAPTER V

HOTSPUR--THE EXCESS OP HONOR

In sharp contrast to Sir John Falstaff, Hotspur
is a creation, or rather, recreation for whom the point
of honor is the lode star of life. Shakespeare took
elaborate care in forming him. In choosing personality
traits for the man, he hewed close to the facts of
history. Holinshed describes Henry Percy, and his
brother Ralf, as very forward and lusty gentlemen:

This Henrie, being the elder, was surnamed for his 
often pricking, Henrie Hotspur, as one that sel- 
dome times rested, if there were anie service to be doone abroad.^

This ambitious, aggressive character of Hotspur is
*

further revealed in the chronicle description of the 
Shrewsbury battle,

. . . the Lord Percie (as a captaine of high courage) 
began to exhorte the captaines and soldiers . . .
"so that” (said he), ”this daie shall either bring 
us all to advancements and honour, or else, . . . 
shall deliver us from the king’s spitefull malic,e and cruell disdaine.”^

”As usual,” says Hazelton Spencer, "Shakespeare * 2

■%. G. Boswell-Stone, Shakespeare’s Holinshed 
(London: Lawrence and Bullen, 1896), p. 131, footnote.

2Ibid., p. 145.
73
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was pretty cavalier with the facts when he wants to 
heighten e f f e c t s . W e  see him changing Hotspur's 
age from thirty-nine to sixteen, "no more in debt to 
years" than Hal; 2 the purpose, of course, is to em
phasize the contrast between him and the Prince. The 
dramatist also takes the liberty of creating the 
spectacular combat in which Hal slays the hot-headed, 
"gunpowder Percy.

The striking resemblance between Hotspur and 
Lord Essex must have been noted by the Elizabethan 
audience, as it is today by modern critics. G. B.
Harrison says of him:

\

This Hotspur must have been a man very like my 
Lord Essex, flamboyantly brave, incredibly romantic 
(for an Englishman) in his worship of mere honour, 
one who had created the legend that he was a man 
of judgment and trusted no counsel but his own, 
yet no one easier led by any hothead who could 
present a wild project as an enterprise of honour.“

Although both Hotspur and Lord Essex enjoyed a place
at court, both of them, because they were rebels, were
doomed to failure.^

The fact of Hotspur's rebellion against the

•̂Art and Life, p . 185.
2I Henry IV, III, ii, 103.
3Kittredge, "Introduction to I Henry IV," Complete Works, p. 506.
4Shakespeare under Elizabeth, pp. 128-129.
5Craig, Interpretation of Shakespeare, p. 143.
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King, with its causes and attending circumstances, 
brings us to the core problem of this chapter, namely, 
how does Henry Percy, the Earl of Northumberland, rep
resent the Aristotelian excess of honor? According to 
St. Thomas Aquinas, that excess may take the form 
either of presumption, of ambition, or of vainglory.
If the person attempts great deeds beyond his ability, 
he is presumptuous .■*■ Hotspur's greatest offense in 
this regard occurs when he undertakes to meet the King's 
forces without the support of his father and Glendower. 
When the first report reaches him, he chides Worcester's
complaint with,
\

You strain too far.
I rather of his absence make this use;
It lends a lustre and more great opinion,
A larger dare to our great enterprise Than if the earl were here.2

Then, being informed of Glendower's absence and the
thirty thousand soldiers in the King's army, he declares
presumptuously,

Forty let it be;My father and Glendower being both away,
The powers of us may serve so great a day. 3

It was not that Hotspur had not been advised of the
1

danger and peril of his purpose. A party upon whom he 1

1S. Th., II II, q. 131, A. 2 .
2I Henry IV, IV, i, 75-79. 
3 Ibid., 130-132.
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had relied for assistance warned him of the danger, 
but the counsel only served to arouse a tempestuous 
volley of invectives:

Say you so, say you so? I say unto you again, you 
are a shallow cowardly hind, and you lie. What a 
lack-brain is this I By the Lord, our plot is a 
good plot as ever was laid; our friends true and 
constant: a good plot, good friends, and full of
expectation; an excellent plot, very good friends. 
What a frosty-spirited rogue is this! Why, my 
lord of York commends the plot and general course 
of the action. ’Zounds, an I were now by this 
rascal, I could brain him with his lady's fan. . . 
What a pagan rascal is this 1 an infidel ! Ha ! 
you shall see how in very sincerity of fear and 
cold heart, will be to the king and lay open all 
our proceedings. 0 , I could divide myself and go 
to buffets, for moving such a dish of skim milk 
with so honourable an action! Hang him! let him 
tell the king: we are prepared. I will set forth 
tonight. 1

That Hotspur had been presumptuous in attempting
this plot was recognized by his military compatriots.
Lord Bardolph says of it in Part II, when he himself is
confronted with much the, same situation:

It was [Hotspur], my lord; who lin'd himself with 
hope,

Hating the air on promise of supply,
Flattering himself with project of a power 
Much smaller than the smallest of his thoughts;
And so, with great imagination
Proper to madmen, led his powers to death,
And winking leap'd into destruction.2

If Falstaff had been speaking here, he would have said,
instead of, ’’eating the air," "Nourished by the wind, * 2

Henry IV, II, iii, 15-38.
2II Henry IV, I, iii, 27-33.
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a word, that empty sound called honor I"
The mistake which Hotspur made here, if any

thing so deliberate might be called a mistake, was a 
failure against the ’’end of honor,*’ because it was an 
attempt to achieve that which was beyond his ability. 
Aristotle says of this mode of action:

Vain people . . . are fools and ignorant of them
selves, and that, manifestly; for, not being 
worthy of them, they attempt honourable undertakings, and are then found out. 1

"The other thing { b̂esides the great deed] that 
magnanimity regards is its matter, viz. honor, of which 
it makes right use."1'- It is an excessive, or inordinate 
desire for honor that turns magnanimity to ambition. 
Aquinas enumerates three ways in which this desire may 
be inordinate.

First, when a man desires recognition of an 
excellence which he has not: this to desire 
more than his share of honor. Secondly, when a 
man desires honor for himself without referring 
it to God. Thirdly, when a man's appetite rests 
m  honor itself, without referring it to the profit of others.3

In the incident cited above to prove Hotspur's 
presumption, we have also an illustration of his desire 
to be recognized as a very superior general, an excellence 
which he actually does not possess. He is also very * 5

Ethics, 1125a, 27-30.
. 2Aquinas, S. Th., II II, Q. 1 3 1 , A . 2.

5S. Th., II II, Q. 131, A. 1.
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intemperate with regard to the quantity of honor which
he seeks. Not only does he want more than his share,
but this "Mars in swathing clothes" 1 would have no
rivals. For proof of this, his famous heated speech
on honor is sufficient indication:

By heaven, me thinks it were an easy leap 
To pluck bright honour from the pale-fac'd moon,Or dive into the bottom of the deep,
Where fadom line could never touch the ground,
And pluck up drowned honour by the locks,
So he that doth redeem her thence migiit wear 
Without corrival all her dignities. ^

J. Dover Wilson makes a very significant observation
concerning this speech:

To Hotspur whom the King describes as the "child 
of honour and renown" and Douglas as "king of 
honour," honour is a divinity; he grows ecstatic 
at the thought; he talks of leaping to the moon or diving to the bottom of the sea to find his 
goddess. But he will take her on one condition only: that he

. . . might wear Without corrival all her dignities.
Thê  glory to be shared with others is not worth 
having. In a word, the honour of which he dreams 
is a personal renown and nothing else; a concep
tion which, for all its implications of bravery 
in battle and contempt for danger and death, is a purely selfish one. 3

There is no reference here or elsewhere that would 
suggest a desire on the part of Hotspur to glorify £od 
or to profit others by the honor which he would gain.

XI Henry IV. Ill, ii, 112. 
sIbid., I, iii, 201-206. 
fortunes of Falstaff, p. 70.
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His is a desire for honor merely for the sake of the 
glory which comes from it, and on this account we 
accuse him of vain glory.

"The end of vain glory is the manifestation of 
one's own excellence. " 1 It is most clearly manifest 
in what Aquinas refers to as the daughters of vainglory: 
namely, obstinacy, discord, contention and disobedience, 
in boasting, hypocrisy and eccentricities. Worcester, 
the only man who would dare reprove the "hare-brain1 d 
Harry," gives a detailed catalogue of the Percy variety 
of vain-glory progeny when he chides his nephew:
\ In faith, my lord, you are too wilful-blame;

And since your coming hither have done enough 
to put him quite beside his patience.

You must needs learn, lord, to amend this fault: 
Though sometimes it show greatness, courage, blood,-- And that's the dearest grace it renders you,-- 
Yet oftentimes it doth present harsh rage,Defect of manners, want of government,
Pride, haughtiness, opinion and disdain:
The least of which haunting a nobleman 
Loseth men's hearts and leaves behind a stain Upon the beauty of all parts besides,
Beguiling them of commendation.2

We have observed Hotspur's efforts toward a 
"factual manifestation of his excellence" I 2 3 in his 
refusal to accept advice concerning the rebellion, an'd 
his actions have thus illustrated his tendency toward

IS. Th., q. 132, A. 5.
2I Henry IV. Ill, i, 177-189.
3Parrell, Companion, III, 389.
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disobedience and discord. His quarrelsome and stubborn
nature are very evident in Act I, Scene iii, when the
King demands the prisoners without the ransom of
Mortimer. For a space of ninety-eight lines, he gives
vent to his rage, declaring his intent to pluck bright
honour from the moon, recounting the shady record of
Bolingbroke, and, remembering that he has been forbidden
to speak of Mortimer, he makes a childish threat:

But I will find him [the king] when he lies asleep,
And in his ear I’ll holla "MortimerNay,
I'll have a starling shall be taught to speak 
Nothing but "Mortimer," and give it him,
To keep his anger still in motion.

Northumberland, in an effort to quiet him, gives the
reader a graphic description of the impression he makes
on others:

Why what a wasp-stung and impatient fool 
Art thou to break into this woman's mood 
Tying thine ear to no tongue but thine own J1 2

Worcester takes advantage of a temporary lull 
in the storm to suggest his plan of rebellion for 
revenge. Hardly had the proposition touched the air, 
when the impetuous nephew impulsively accepted it

1without question or qualification:
I smell it, upon my life, it will do well. 3

1I Henry IV, I, iii, 221-226.
2Ibid., 36-38. 5 Ibid., 277.
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All this splenetic activity and verbal bombast 
serve to explain how our warrior earned his nickname, 
Hotspur. As quoted above from Holinshed, he was "sur- 
named for his often pricking, Henrie Hotspur. ” 1 An 
analysis of the name reveals an interesting relation 
to a classical use of the word ’’spur.” Ovid, in 
Tristia, 1 2 (and later Milton, in Lycidas) 3 refers to 
glory as a spur to do great things. By adding the 
prefix "hot” we have a hot-spur, the name which describes 
so graphically this self-willed, and fiery soldier who 
is unfit for the company of any but military adven
turers .

A trait of Hotspur which runs a close second 
to this testy restlessness, is his tendency to be 
eccentric; and that, in its truly etymological sense,
off-center. In all the events of the play, he is the

*
extremist, scorning the virtuous mean of his very 
dreamworld. Hal dramatizes this characteristic of his 
foil in one of the early tavern scenes:

I am not yet of Percy's mind, the Hotspur of 
the north; he that kills me some six or seven dozen 
of Scots at a breakfast, washes his hands, and says 
to his wife ”Fie upon this quiet life I I want work.” 
”0 my sweet Harry,” says she, ”how many hast thou 
killed to-day?” "Give my roan horse a drench,”

1Boswell-Stone, Shakespeare's Holinshed, p. 131 footnote.
2V, i, 75-76. 3L1. 77-79.



82

says he; and answers "Some fourteen,” an hour after; "a trifle, a trifle. 1,1

B. Croce describes Hotspur's mode of action 
as "volitional, inrushing, disdainful, impatient, 
exhuberant," and these adjectives are typical of those 
used by all of Hotspur's critics. In council, his 
impetuosity shows itself in continual interruptions. 
First, he is so angry that he is unreasonable; then, 
he cannot think of the place name that he would refer 
to; and finally, he has forgotten the map. The fact 
that a river's course must be changed is but another 
item in his list of eccentric novelties.

Hotspur possesses other characteristics which,
though not referred to in Aristotle's description of
the vain-glorious man, are indicative of his position
as an excess of honor. The traits are diametrically
opposed to the magnanimous character. The truly proud
man, says the philosopher,

is one who will possess beautiful and profitless 
things rather than profitable and useful ones; 
for this is more proper to a character that suffices to itself. 10

In this respect, we are reminded of Hotspur's disdain 
for music and poetry. Of the latter he said: 1

1I Henry IV. II, iv, 114-120.
^Aristotle, Ethics, 1125a, 12-16.
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I had. rather be a kitten and cry mew
Than one of these same metre ballad-mongers;
I had rather hear a brazen can-stick turn'd,
Or a dry sheel grate on the axle-tree;
And that would set my teeth nothing on edge,
Nothing so much as mincing poetry:
'Tis like the forced gait of a shuffling nag. 1

What more devastating condemnation of meter could 
Hotspur have produced than this reference to a shuffling 
nag? It was boredom, not danger that Hotspur always 
objected to, and in this simile, we feel with him the 
’•recurring stresses” of the nag, ’’not individually 
violent, but repeated with remorseless regularity. ” 1 2 

The cavalier warrior misses all the beauty in things 
so profitless as poetry. ’’What would he have?” we 
ask. ’’God's me,” says he, ”my horse!”

With all his feverish excitement, Hotspur 
would have cut a striking figure in twentieth-century 
America. He is always in a hurry; he speaks too 
rapidly; and he stutters. This latter defect is so 
pronounced that Shakespeare breaks the meter of 
Hotspur's poetry in places to allow for an extra syl
lable. But Aristotle's truly great-souled man is always 
described as being very calm:

1I Henry IV, III, i, 128-135.
2J. D. A. Ogilvy, ’’The Forced Gait of a Shuffling Nag,” Elizabethan Studies and Other Essays (Boulder: 

University of Colorado Studies, Oct., 1945) p. 148.
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. . .  a slow step is thought proper to the proud 
man, a deep voice, a level utterance; for the man 
who takes few things seriously is not likely to 
be hurried, nor the man who thinks things great 
to be excited, while a shrill voice and a rapid 
gait are the results of hurry and excitement.

Critics often plead for Hotspur on the ground 
that he was brave. It is true that the qualities such 
as he possesses do often parade as magnanimity. How
ever, it is important to see them for what they are. 
Venturesome attack, for example, is not to be identified 
with courage or heroism. Vain-glory must be stripped 
of its veil and recognized as ’’stiff-necked pride . . . 
as it elbows through the world of men in the person 
of Hotspurs] dispensing]] with equal prodigality, blows 
and yawns, for in its negative activity it is a ruthless 
fighter while in its positive form it is the greatest 
of bores. ” * 2 * ’’Presumption itself is no more than a 
mockery of magnanimity."3 To sum up, in the words of 
Walter Farrell, Harry Percy's character traits ”do have 
an air of greatness about them; though, in them, there 
is much more of air than of greatness; they are the
sins of windbags but they may fool us until they are

•• 4 1punctured.”

Ethics, 1125a, 12-16.
2Farrell, Companion to the Summa, p. 389.
5Ibid., p. 386. 4Ibid., p. 389.



CHAPTER VI

PRINCE HAL--THE MEAN OP HONOR

The young, mad-cap Prince, proposed to he the 
mirror of all Christian kings, has proved to be a stum
bling block to critics. This fact alone is almost a 
sufficient criterion for judging someone as representing 
the mean of some virtue, for ”it is no easy task to 
find the middle,”'*' and no two people are likely to 
locate it at the same point. Hal is styled a prig when 
he soliloquizes about his contemplated conversion. He 
is thought to be heartless in his rejection of Palstaff. 
Is Shakespeare to be blamed, then, for not being capable 
of fashioning the perfectly magnanimous man? Hardly.
On the contrary, if the dramatist had fashioned such a 
man, he would no longer have had a person, but some kind 
of superior being. He would have failed in his purpose, 
to re-create human nature in poetry. Shakespeare's 
characters are representatives of people, and, for'that 
reason, there are no definite explanatory solutions to 
be discovered and uttered.*' Acknowledging this human * 2

•^Aristotle, Ethics, 1109a, 25.
2Craig, Enchanted Glass, p. 234.
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element In Hal, one can at the same time recognize 
his efforts toward, and on the whole, his realization 
of, the ideal of Aristotelian magnanimity.

The form which Shakespeare used in creating 
his magnanimous man was not the epic narrative so com
mon in the Renaissance era. Rather, he developed a 
trilogy1 of historical dramas with an epic theme. In 
order to create the impression of an epic, it was nec
essary that the dramatist embody in his plays the 
critical requirements considered necessary for this 
genre. Sir Philip Sidney gives an acceptable list of 
the matter of the epic as he conceives it. In An 
Apology for Poetry, he tells us that the epic shows

■''Although it is not the purpose of this study to 
consider the question of unity, it seems necessary to 
justify the assumption made here that the Hal plays form 
a unified trilogy in their development of the epic theme. 
Tillyard, in agreement with J. Dover Wilson, accepts the two parts of Henry IV as a single play. (Hist. PI..
294 ff.) Tillyard also accepts the epic theme and bases 
his explanation of its contrivance on two conditions; 
first that the two parts of the play are a single organ
ism, and secondly that we are assured from the start^ 
that the Prince will make a good king. It is difficult 
to understand why he goes on to reject this same Prince 
as the ideal king. If we are assured that he will make 
a good king, nhy should Shakespeare jettison the char
acter he had created and substitute another, as Tillyard 
suggests. Perhaps the answer lies in the fact that the 
critic is relying too heavily on his own supposition 
that Shakespeare was being inspired by Hall's chronicles, 
and he fails to accept totally the dramatist's deviations 
from that literary source. If, however, we judge the 
plays primarily as epic drama, and only secondarily as 
literary history, we see Shakespeare giving his epic picture of England and climaxing that picture with a* 
glorious finale in which he depicts the epic hero.
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how the hero
. . .  in storms, howe in warre, howe in peace, how 
a fugitive, how victorious, how besiedged, how 
besiedging, how to strangers, howe to allyes, howe 
to enemies, howe to his owne; lastly, how in his 
inward selfe, and how in his outward government.

It is required that the heroes be princes, kings, and
soldiers of the world, and that these be taught the
true meaning of glory, as well as the means to achieve
true glory. Sidney tells us again that all heroic poetry

. . . doth not onely teach and move to a truth, but 
teacheth and mooveth to the most high and excellent 
truth; who maketh magnanimity and justice shine 
throughout all misty fearefulness and foggy desires

Stylistically, the epic is marked by breadth 
and variety, by pageantry and glamour. "‘The impulse to 
admire, the delight in hearing of noble heroes and mighty 
deeds, is the fundamental desire of the human heart to 
which epic poetry appeals. " * 4 This grandeur is especially 
true of the third play, Henry V, which is a natural out
growth of the Respublica theme as developed in the two 
parts of Henry IV. 5 Vernon Hall in his Renaissance

1Sir Philip Sidney, The Defence of Poesie, ed. 
Albert Feuillerat (Cambridge! University Press, 1923), p. 25.

2l d l d . 3 Tillyard, History Plays, p. 295.
4A. H. Tolman, "The Epic Character of 'Henry V,"

Falstaff and Other Shakespearean Topics (New York; Mac- 
millan Company, 1925), p. 56.

5Tillyard, History Plays, p. 298.
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Literary Criticism concludes that the theme of the 
heroic poem is glory, and the purpose, like that of 
the courtesy book, is to fashion a gentleman or noble 
person in virtuous discipline.^

It is not likely that Shakespeare would have 
used any of these Renaissance courtesy books directly 
in fashioning his idea of the kingly type, but it is 
interesting to note some of the similarities between 
Hal and the characters described by Shakespeare's con
temporaries. As Euphues went untainted through the 
"cankered storehouse" that was Naples, * 2 Prince Henry 
will submerge unscathed from the taverns of Eastcheap. 
Likewise, Hal possesses the religious traits which were 
considered most important by Ascham. But the greatest 
similarity arises between the characteristics of Elyot's
ideal governor and Shakespeare's epic king.

*
There are two specific points of relationship 

between the two pieces. First the allusion in Henry IV 
to Hal's set-to with the Chief Justice is recorded in 
Elyot's Boke. Having given several examples of Greeks 
and Romans to illustrate the virtue of placability,, he

^New York: Columbia University Press, 1945, pp. 193-194.
2Lyly, Euphues, The Complete Works, ed. R. Warwick 

Bond (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1902), I, 293.
m  »ZE. N. S. Thompson, Literary Bypaths of the Renais

sance (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1924), pp. 149-150.
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says,
We lacke nat of this vertue domisticall examples,
I meane of our owne kynges of Englande; but moste 
specially one, which, in myne oppinion, is to be 
compared with any that euer was written of in any region or cuntray.

Then, having related the story of the prince's misde
meanor, and his placable acceptance of imprisonment, he 
declares Hal to be "worthye of excellent memorie" for 
that, as a prince and heir to the throne, he "more con
sidered his iuell example, and the iuges Constance in 
iustice than his owne astate or wylfulle appetite."^

The second point of relationship between Prince 
Hal and the governor is the quality of magnanimity.
Elyot actually quotes the Aristotelian description of 
the virtue, substituting the phrase, noble courage, for 
magnanimity:

Aristotle saieth, That man semeth to be of noble 
courage that is worthy, and also iugeth hym selfe 
worthy to haue thingss that be great. He saieth 
afterwarde, Noble courage is an ornament of vertues, 
for it maketh them the more ample, and without them she her selfe may nat be.

Whereas Elyot saw magnanimity as a significant facet in 
the behavior of the ideal king, he was at the same time 
limiting the virtue by calling it "valyaun courage." 
Shakespeare placed no such limitations on his prince, and * 2

Sir Thomas Elyot, The Boke Named the Governour (New York: E. P. Dutton and Co., n. d.), lT7"vi, 1397
2I£id., P- 140. 5 Ibid., p .  239.
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in so doing set for him the highest possible goal:
greatness in all virtues.-

In the mind of most critics, though, Hal was
off to a bad start carousing with the tavern customers
of Eastcheap. There can hardly be any relation between
this conduct and his role as the perfect prince, they
conjecture. It seems appropriate to interject here the
assertion of Walter Farrell that ’’absolute greatness
never aboids the sharp, hard thrusts of the gossips’
chatter. " 1 There were gossips by the score who kept
Henry IV informed about the faults of his wayward son.
Their thrusts were so hard and sharp as to call forth
from the King this scathing invective:

. . .Thou that art like enough, through vassal fear, 
Base inclination and the start of spleen,
To fight against me under Percy’s pay,
To dog his heels and curtsy at his frowns,
To show how much thou art degenerate. 2

When the Prince answers,
God forgive them that have so much sway'd 
Your majesty’s good thoughts from me . 5

he is exercising one of the most magnanimous of virtues.
He is forgiving. Aristotle would say of him, "Nor is he
mindful of wrongs, for it xs not the part of a proud man * 2 3

Companion to the Summa, p. 385.
2I Henry IV, III, ii, 124-128.
3 Ibid. 130-131.
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to have a long memory, especially for wrongs, but
rather to overlook them.1’'*'

The rollicking days which Hal spent with ”his
companies, unletter’d, rude, and shallow” were his
remote preparation for the way of true honor. The
Prince was but following the philosopher’s advice:

He who aims at the intermediate must first depart 
from what is most contrary to it. For of the ex
tremes one is more erroneous, one less so; therefore, 
since to hit the mean is hard in the extreme, we 
must as a second best, as people say, take the 
least of the evils; and this would be done best in 
the way that we describe. . . we must consider the 
things toward which we ourselves also are easily 
carried away; for some of us tend to one thing, 
some to another. . . We must drag ourselves away 
to the opposite extreme; for we shall get into the 
intermediate state by drawing well away from error, 
as people do in straightening sticks that are bent.3

Hal's determination to lean toward the debauchery
of Falstaff rather than toward the empty vanity of Hotspur
is explained by the fact that he, a soldier king, would
be more likely carried away in pursuit of honor. He
literally dragged himself away to the opposite extreme,
”as people do in straightening sticks that are bent.”
Warwick explains the principle in less theoretical terms
when he defends Hal's conduct to the king.

^Ethics, 1125a, 3-5. (This translation substi
tutes the term, pride, or proper pride, for magnanimity.

^Henry V, I, i, 55.
'-’Aristotle, Ethics, 1109a, 30-35, 1109b, 1-7.
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The Prince but studies his companions 
Like a strange tongue, wherein, to gain the language,
'Tis needful that the most immodest word 
Be look’d upon and learned; which once attained
Your highness knows, comes to no further use 
But to be known and hated. So, like gross terms,
The prince will in the perfectness of time 
Cast off his followers; and their memory Shall as a pattern or a measure live,
By which his grace must mete the lives of others,
Turning past evils to advantages.1 

Hal, himself, had informed the audience on his first 
appearance that he would so offend, "to make offence a 
skill,suggesting in the word skill, something useful.

Of course, the tree should not remain bent for 
the rest of its life. The string by which it was 
attached to the opposite extreme must be cut and cast 
away while there is still time for the sapling to grow
upright, bending to neither extreme. Like the string,

%

Falstaff had done his work by weighing Hal down to the 
defect of honor, but when the prince's character had 
acquired its proper direction of growth, the old knight 
was no longer of any use and so was rejected. It is 
impossible that the magnanimous man should allow hie life 
"to revolve around another unless he be a friend,"3 and

1II Henry IV. IV, iv, 77-88. 
gI Henry IV. I, ii, 239. 
Aristotle, Ethics, 1124b, 32-33.
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Falstaff is not a friend. The Prince is aloof and Olym
pian from the start and he never treats Falstaff any 
better than he would treat a dog, with whom he conde
scends once in a way to have a game. It is not the 
Prince who deceives, but Falstaff who deceives himself 
by wishful thinking.■L

Once freed from the shackles of Falstaff, the 
young Prince could ascend to kingship with the same 
grace and ease which he exhibited when vaulting onto 
his horse, Hing Henry V, now fully prepared, demon
strates to the full his virtue of magnanimity. His 

■ mind immediately stretches forth to great things, to 
some great act war thy of honor, for among external 
things, "honor is the greatest simply, both, because it 
stands most akin to virtue, since it is an attestation 
of a person’s virtue. . . and is given to God."1 2

Specifically, Henry V sought to reunite the 
kingdoms of France and England under British rule. If 
we are to judge the justice of the war which he waged, 
it is necessary that we judge it according to the infor
mation given in the play, and not according to historical 
documents. Tolman, speaking of the epic character of 
the king, exonerates him as follows:

1Tillyard, History Plays, pp. 271-272.
m

2S. Th., II II, Q. 129, A. 1.
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Henry's heroic character is not to be impaired 
by any unfavorable view of his attempt to conquer 
Prance. He solemnly charges the Archbishop of 
Canterbury to tell him the unvarnished truth con
cerning his right to the French crown. Bradley 
says: "When Henry adjures the Archbishop to satisfy 
him as to his right to the French throne, he knows 
very well that the Archbishop wants the war because 
it will defer and perhaps prevent what he considers 
the spoliation of the Church." The text does not 
make it clear that Henry knows this; and I question 
whether we should attribute to King Henry motives 
which nowhere come to expression.

King Henry's complete dependence on the advice of the
Archbishop in this first great act of his reign, assures
us of the prudence which will characterize him as the
magnanimous king.

Since "magnanimity is about honors,"* 2 the epic 
king is portrayed in a manner that depicts his outlook 
on this virtue. Hal's sentiments in this regard were 
predicted in his first meeting with his father, and 
were clarified in his Crispin Crispian speech before 
the battle of Agincourt. Both speeches sound at first 
like Hotspur, yet when he speaks in the first case 
about robbing Percy of all his laurels, he is concerned 
with convincing his father of his inner worth; while 
his conduct at Shrewsbury shows him coveting, not the 
renown of glorious deeds, but the deeds themselves.3

^Tolman, "Hpic Character of Henry V," p. 58.
2S. Th., II II, Q. 129, A. 1.
Wilson, Fortunes of Falstaff, p. 71.3
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The Prince thus fulfills the Aristotelian requisite that
he ’’strive to do what is deserving of honour.”''" There
is none of the Hotspurian imagination trying to pluck
honor from the pale-fac’d moon.

The King's admission at Agincourt that
. . . if it be a sin to covet honour,
I am the most offending soul alive.g

can easily be mistaken for excessive pride. However,
if we consider the entire speech, we see at a glance
that he is willing to share the honors.

For he to-day that sheds his blood with me 
Shall be my brother.3

N Again, the contrastas striking. Hotspur's desire was 
that he

. . . might wear 
Without corrival all her dignities.

When final success is attained and King Henry is in
formed about the number* of dead, the scene which follows 
reveals the monarch's true magnanimity.

K. Hen. . . .  0 God! thy arm was here;
And not to us, but to thy arm alone,
Ascribe we all. When, without strategm,
But in plain shock and even play of battle,
Was ever known so great and little loss
On one part and on the other? Take it, God, ,For it is none but thine !
Exe. 'Tis wonderful! * 4

1S. Th., II II, q. 129, A. 1.
gHenry V, IV, iii, 28-29. 5Ibid., 61-62.
4I Henry IV, I, iii, 206-207.



96

K. Hen. Come, go we in procession to the village: 
And be it death proclaimed through our host 
To boast of this or take the praise from God 
Which is his only.
Flu. Is it now lawful, an please your majesty, 
to tell how many is killed?
K. Hen. Yes, captain; but with this acknowledgment, That God fought for us.

This sincere demonstration of dependence on God, marks
the man who observes the mode of reason in regard to
honor for he will "deem himself worthy of great things
in consideration of the gifts he holds from God."2
Another incident which illustrates this same dependence
is the King's prayer before the battle:

0 God of battles l steel my soldiers' hearts.^
'All of this has been interpreted by some critics as a
sort of bellicose religiosity, but may be considered a
humble admission that his military strength and promise
of honor come only from God.

The magnanimous man is also prudent concerning
danger. Aristotle says of him that he

. . . does not run into trifling dangers, nor is he 
fond of danger, because he honors few things, but 
he will face great danger, and when he is in danger 
he is unsparing of his life, knowing that there are 
conditions on which life is not worth having.

King Harry's conviction of this principle is borne 'out
in his answer to Montjoy, the French messenger: 5

1Henry V, IV, viii, 111-125.
Ss. Th., II II, q. 129, A. 3.
5Henry V, IV, ii, 309. 4Ethics, 1124b, 6-9.



The sum of all our answer Is but this:
We would not seek a battle as we are
Nor, as we are, we say, we shall not shun it.1
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He would rather not fight at Agincourt because his army 
is insufficient both in training and supply, but if he 
must fight he will fight bravely. Such is the true 
desire for honor: it is tempered with prudence.

All this attention to honor suggests pagan pride
rather than Christian kingship, unless the King is seen
bearing himself with kindness toward the people in his
kingdom. His role requires of him that he

. . . be dignified toward people who enjoy high 
position and good fortune, but unassuming toward 
those of the ̂ middle class; for it is a difficult 
and lofty thing to be superior to the former, but 
easy to be so to the latter, and a lofty bearing 
over the former is no mark of ill-breeding, but 
among humble people it is as vulgar as a display of strength against the weak.

With regard to the King's conduct toward the former,
those in high position, .we have the word of a French
Constable. When the Dauphin jests ironically about
England being 11 idly king'd," the Constable checks him,

0 peace, Prince Dauphin I You are too much mistaken in this king.
Question your grace the late ambassadors,
With what great state he heard their embassy 
How well supplied with noble counsellors,How modest in exception and withal 
How terrible in constant resolution.* 2 3

•hienry V, III, vi, 172-174.
2Aristotle, Ethics, 1124b, 17-23.
3Henry V, II, iv, 29-35.
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Then, again, the King is seen among the "poor 
condemned English with their lank-lean cheeks and war
worn coats,spending a sleepless night before the 
battle. The fact that Shakespeare uses the chorus to 
anticipate this scene is indicative of its importance. 
The choric group announces,

0 now, who will behold 
The royal captain of this ruin'd band 
Walking from watch to watch, from tent to tent,
Let him cry 'Praise and glory on his head!'
For forth he goes and visits all his host,
Bids them good morrow with a modest smile,
And calls them brothers, friends, and countrymen. 
Upon his royal face there is no note 
How dread an army hath enrounded him;
Nor doth he dedicate one jot of colour 
Unto the weary and all-watched night:
But freshly looks and overbears attaint 
With cheerful semblance and sweet majesty;
That every wretch, pining and pale before,
Beholding him, plucks comfort from his looks.
A largess universal, like the sun,
His liberal eye doth give to every one,
Thawing cold fear, that mean and gentle all 
Behold, as may unworthiness define,
A little touch of Hfirry in the night.1 2

That "little touch of Harry," be it in camp or in the
council chamber, displays his ability to "associate with
all, both great and small according as he ought."

The calm majesty which characterizes Hal in 
this scene is in direct antithesis to his brutal action 
toward the French prisoners. However, we are glad for

1Ibid., IV, i, 22-26.
2Henry V, IV, i, 28-47.
5S. Th. II II, Q. 129, A. 3, ad. 4.
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Hal's tempestuousness and Ironic castigations of his 
enemy, for such conduct gives him chance to repent. 
Had Shakespeare omitted faults in Hal, his King would 
have been more magnanimous, perhaps, but less human, 
and because this is a drama, the human element takes 
precedence and is retained.



CONCLUSION

During the Renaissance period one must not 
fail to recognize the energy which was expended in 
pursuit of honor. This pursuit took many forms, all 
of them characteristic of the tendency of the human will 
to strive for something everlasting under the influence 
of a peculiar Renaissance environment. The national 
expansion going on at the time glorified the possibili
ties to acquire power. Classical interest brought to 
light heroes to be imitated and ideologies to be evolved. 
And finally, the court-centered life encouraged the 
craze for fame and honor in the courtesy books of the 
time.

Although the "glory of the courts and camps" 
has been most popularized in the literature of the 
period, there are, according to the division made in 
this study, four other phases of the glory hunt that 
can be detected in the life and writings of the time.
A clear understanding of the summum bonum caused some 
to seek the joys that are eternal. Another type of glory, 
short of the heroicity of the saints in its being very 
natural as contrasted with the supernatural, was gleaned 
from Aristotle's principles of proper pride or

100
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magnanimity. Heroic virtue, the man governing himself 
by reason, was sought by literary men of the period.
The fourth type, known as virtu' because of its Italian 
ancestry, is hard to recognize as true honor for it is 
sheer glorification of mental and physical might.

Shakespeare's concept of honor fits well into the 
general Renaissance picture. All of the varying de
grees have been given proper emphasis in the plays.
Two entire plays, Richard III and Coriolanus were de
voted to the Machiavellian virtu' and three, which we 
are calling the Hal plays in this thesis, develop the 
theme of Aristotelian magnanimity.

It is evident from the verses quoted in the 
first chapter that Aristotle's principle of virtue, in
volving the mean and the two extremes, was common Renais
sance knowledge. That Shakespeare should choose a 
phase of human life that embodies that principle is 
not highly improbable. The characters of Falstaff,
Prince Hal and Hotspur seem to represent the defect, 
the mean and the excess of honor-seeking respectively.

There is no question that Palstaff did reject 
honor. His catechism is evidence enough. And, although 
it is possible to see the folly in temporal honor and 
still be honorable, the old knight does not fulfill 
ohis requirement. His life, though extremely interesting
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to us who enjoy his wit, is devoid of magnanimity.
Hotspur deserves all of the invectives that 

are directed to the man who desires honor in excess.
He is presumptuous in his attempts to perform works 
too great; he is ambitious because he thinks he can 
achieve honor without performing great deeds. That 
his whole personality is opposed to magnanimity is 
revealed in his tempestuous impatience and hare
brained obstinacy.

The theme which Shakespeare has developed in 
the Hal Plays is decidedly epic. Hal, as the hero, 
grows up bending this way and that, carousing with 
Falstaff and dueling with Hotspur, gradually getting 
control of his conduct until at last he emerges, the 
educated prince. Great deeds, great soul, great
virtue, and yet, withal, great humanness, character-

*

ize him as the magnanimous man possessing, not special 
virtues, but the crown of all virtues. The dramatist 
did so well in depicting Hal in a natural position 
between Palstaff, the defect of honor, and Hotspur, the 
excess, that he has even brought to reality the 
criticism which Aristotle anticipated for his magnani
mous character. Hence, the diversity of critical 
opinions concerning the Prince.

_ these plays, Henry IV, I and II, and Henry V,
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Shakespeare with "the voyaging spirit of man that 
cannot remain within the enclosure of any one age,"-1- 
treated a topic which is essentially Renaissance, but 
in a manner that is of all time. Like the writers of 
courtesy books, he set forth his principles of govern
ance and action for the ideal king, but unlike those 
contemporaries, who enumerated lists of specific 
virtues, he chose rather a universal virtue, one that 
cannot exist without the others.

■^Edward Dowden, Shakespeare, His 
(New York: Harper and Brothers, n. d.),Mind and Art p. 35.
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