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PREFACE 
 
 
 
The age of the Enlightenment had fostered the ideal of a state of 

perpetual peace (Kant) but the goal proved elusive. Wars have raged on all 
continents since the close of the eighteenth century and even now British 
and American soldiers are fighting side by side on various battlefields 
round the globe for the defence of liberty and democracy which are 
concepts largely derived from the founding documents of the two nations. 
The present volume is the outcome of a major international conference 
held in Nice from March, 22 until March, 24 2007. Participants from all 
over the world addressed the issue of the representation of warfare, in an 
attempt to assess the veracity or mendacity of war images and their 
probable impact upon the sequence of events. The scope of this book thus 
covers a wide variety of military engagements and the successive chapters 
tackle various modes of representation. Filmed battle scenes include 
charging armies in Shakespeare’s HenriV or American troops bogged in 
Vietnam. Painting served to promote and extol the gallantry of British and 
American officers during the Revolutionary war and the literary image 
underlined the paradoxes of the New Nation confronted to the tragic issue 
of slavery. Photography was systematically instrumentalized to support the 
war effort during the gloomy days of the “Blitz” or else provide a vivid 
account of the distant war waged by the British Crown against the Boers. 
Closer to us, reportage served to question the official war rationale 
developed by the establishment to justify the sending of troops to foreign 
war theatres. Basically, the central question that participants addressed 
was whether a valid representation of war could be effected. War images 
may trigger unfathomable horror or conversely and paradoxically attain 
sublimity. The margin is sometimes narrow between ethics and aesthetics, 
let alone the almost irrepressible shift from information to propaganda.  

We would like to thank the University of Nice and the Conseil général 
des Alpes-Maritimes for their financial support and assistance in the 
organization of this conference.  

 
Karine Hildenbrand and Gérard Hugues 
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Images of War in the Elizabethan Drama 
 





 

 

CHAPTER ONE 

THE REWRITING OF A MEDIEVAL BATTLE  
IN ELIZABETHAN DRAMA AND ON FILM:  

THE BATTLE OF AGINCOURT IN WILLIAM 
SHAKESPEARE’S, LAURENCE OLIVIER’S,  

KENNETH BRANAGH’S  
AND  PETER BABAKITIS’S HENRY V∗ 

SARAH HATCHUEL 
 
 
 
This paper aims at analysing how the event of the battle of Agincourt 

opposing in 1415 the English army of Henry V and the French army of 
Charles VI was rewritten, transformed and used by Shakespeare and by 
film directors such as Laurence Olivier (1944), Kenneth Branagh (1989) 
and Peter Babakitis (2004) in order to reach different aesthetic as well as 
ideological purposes.  

For a play which, according to Alexander Leggatt, presents an anatomy 
of war, with its causes, its consequences, military hierarchy, heroism and 
horrors, Shakespeare’s Henry V surprisingly does not feature any scene of 
battle.1 According to Rose A. Zimbardo, Henry V focuses only on the 
adventure of war: “[The play] is full of warfare, yet empty of conflict.”2 
The battle of Agincourt is reduced to a quarrel between a greedy English 
soldier (Pistol) and a cowardly French one (Monsieur Le Fer). Pistol 
captures Le Fer and hopes to exchange his life against a high ransom. He 
                                                           
∗ This article first appeared in the volume Shakespeare on Screen: The Henriad, 
edited by Sarah Hatchuel and Nathalie Vienne-Guerrien, Rouen: Publications de 
l’Université de Rouen, 2008. 
1 Alexander Leggatt, Shakespeare’s Political Drama (London, New York: 
Routledge, 1988): 114. 
2 Rose A. Zimbardo, “The Formalism of Henry V (1964)” in Casebook series: 
‘Henry V,’ Michael Quinn, ed.: 163. 
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tries to negotiate but, as soon as the deal is done, the King announces that 
all the prisoners must be executed. Pistol must therefore abandon his 
greedy dream of ransom. In the play, Shakespeare shows what takes place 
before and after a battle, but refuses to show what happens in the midst of 
it. All the dramatic tension ends in a parody of battle, a farcical scene 
between two soldiers. While Holinshed’s “Chronicles” contained much 
historical information that could have been used, Shakespeare chose not to 
reveal any historical detail of the actual conflicts, neither in showing nor in 
telling. He created a succession of episodes shedding a controversial light 
over a Machiavellian monarch and his whole enterprise of war.  

Yet, the possibilities offered by the cinematic medium have tempted 
film directors to go beyond the simple altercation between Pistol and Le 
Fer and show the battle of Agincourt in a literal, realistic way. Laurence 
Olivier’s 1944 Henry V, renowned as it is for its emphasis put on artifice 
and stylised meta-fiction, is no exception. The film starts with a framing 
device, opening at the Globe theatre in Shakespeare’s time. The 
centrifugal experience of the cinema begins only when the Chorus 
mentions the departure of the English army. But the interpolations first 
remain far away from the usual realism of cinema. The distorted 
perspectives, inspired by medieval illuminated manuscripts, point out the 
artificiality of the sets. But when the film reaches the moment of the battle 
of Agincourt, it drives the viewer into a real, exterior setting. However, the 
realities of war are far from being disclosed. Realism is still tainted with 
artificiality. The battle is shot in saturated colours and soldiers fight almost 
painlessly in a bright green meadow and under a resplendent sun. The tone 
is exhilarating and heroic. Blood never appears on screen. 
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Fig. I.1.1 Olivier’s Henry V: fighting under the sun 
 
In Shakespeare’s original play, Henry and the Dauphin never confront 
each other directly but always speak though a messenger. They send 
insults through ambassadors but never fight face to face.3 By contrast, 
Olivier’s film creates a sequence where the two men settle their scores in a 
duel. This fight is presented as the climax of the battle and recalls a final 
confrontation between two cowboys. Olivier borrows from the Hollywood 
western movie, a genre that fits well the patriotic response that the director 
wanted to evoke. As in a western movie, the film is a straightforward story 
with relatively caricatured characters, a clear demarcation between good 
and evil, and horsemen rather than infantrymen. Olivier uses long panning 
and travelling shots to produce an impression of wide open spaces, like the 
plains of the Far West. With alternating cuts of the two charging armies, 
the editing directly calls to mind the Indians and Cavalry of a western 
movie. Filmed during World War II, Olivier’s film is an ode to the glory 
of the British soldiers who were about to re-conquer France from the 
Nazis. Nothing is done to disclose or denounce the horrors of war. 

                                                           
3 See Kristian Smidt, Unconformities in Shakespeare’s History Plays (Atlantic 
Highland: Humanities Press, 1982): 123. 
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Fig. I.1.2 Olivier’s Henry V: filming the charging army as in a western movie 

 
In the 1989 film of Henry V shot after the wars of Vietnam and the 
Falklands, director Kenneth Branagh replaces the comic altercation 
between Le Fer and Pistol by a brutal and bloody battle, far from a parody 
of war. This Henry V resorts to techniques proper to documentary, as it 
aims to re-create the reality of medieval battles. During the retreat at 
Harfleur, the soldiers, running to escape from the horrors at the walls of 
Harfleur, are filmed with their backs towards the audience, as if followed 
by a reporter. The war correspondent is evoked when we join the Chorus 
just before the battle of Agincourt. He walks rapidly towards us along a 
palisade of wooden stakes, earnestly describing the enormous event about 
to take place. At the end of the battle, the corpses of the slaughtered boys 
are shown in one continuous shot, once more filmed as if by the hand-held 
camera of a journalist sent to cover the war. From the scene that 
Shakespeare preferred to leave in the shadows, Branagh creates the longest 
and most outstanding sequence in the film: the sequence of Agincourt 
appears as the natural outcome of an epic crescendo.  

In directing the battle, Branagh has been less inspired by Shakespeare’s 
play than by historical details on the real battle of Agincourt that took 
place in 1415. Branagh has drawn from the common knowledge that the 
English won the day thanks to their archers, while the French were made 
inefficient and clumsy by their heavy armours. When Branagh was 
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preparing for his role of Henry V on stage in a production directed by 
Adrian Noble in 1984, he was already relying less on Shakespeare’s text 
and more on history. He stated: 

The first [elusive area] was war, and I tried to do something about this by 
reading [...] historical documents about the combat detail at Agincourt. I 
was very slowly beginning to picture the horrors of a hand-to-hand 
medieval combat.4 

Branagh’s film stresses the atrocities of war with blood, mud, wounds, 
impaled bodies, looting. Time seems to stretch infinitely while damp, 
foggy weather intensifies hardships.5 The use of slow motion turns the 
battle of Agincourt into a dreamlike sequence verging on nightmare.6 Slow 
motion adds power to the combatants’ blows and, by dilating time, 
underlines the soldiers’ heroism and physical effort. The battle becomes a 
quasi eternal fight, a never-ending tumult that symbolises every other 
armed conflict.  

 

Fig. I.1.3 Branagh’s Henry V as an “animated Guernica” 
 

                                                           
4 Kenneth Branagh, Beginning (London: Chatto & Windus, 1989): 141. 
5 For a full study of the mud imagery in Branagh’s Henry V, see Donald Hedrick’s 
article “War is mud: Branagh's dirty Henry V and the types of political ambiguity” 
in Shakespeare, The Movie, Lynda E. Boose and Richard Burt, ed. (London: 
Routledge, 1997): 45-66.  
6 It is to be noted that, in Branagh’s films, slow-motion often signals a transition to 
dreams or memories. In Hamlet, Branagh shows the murder of Old Hamlet in a 
slow-motioned flashback.  




























