Henry of Navarre (Henry IV)
Portrait of a Hero?

Introduction: In February 1610, the English charge d'affaires reported that Henry IV of France, having decided to go to war in the Spanish Netherlands, in what would be known as the Thirty Year War, had lately been measured for a new suit of armor, when he exclaimed, “I go to the temple of virtue, hope and fortune precede me; farewell damned pleasure.” Henry IV thought of himself as a heroic warrior, both on the battlefield, in games of chance, and in the bedroom. Is there a disconnect between how Henry IV saw himself and how he should be remembered? Or should be regarded as a “modern Hercules”? Read the excerpts below, from Edmund Dickerman and Anita Walker’s The Choice of Hercules: Henry IV as Hero (1996) and be prepared for a discussion. 
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In 1610, Henry IV commissioned the artwork on the right, perhaps as one historian claimed, “it was almost as if the king, too, needed this visual propaganda to convince himself of his seriousness.” The portrait shows a valiant king (embodying Hercules) vanquishing the demonic snake of the Catholic League. And this is exactly what Henry aimed to accomplish in the soon-to-be-called Thirty Years War…

According to the myth of Hercules, at one point in his life, the character comes a symbolic fork in the road where he must decide between “the path of virtue or the path of vice”.
“As he was sitting and thinking, there appeared before him two women. One, Vice, promised him a life of ease and pleasure, without thought of wars or worries. The other, Virtue (Arete), expressed the hope that, if Hercules would take the road toward her, he would become the doer of great and valorous deeds, which would be remembered and honored forever.”
Because, according to the legend, Hercules chose the path of Arete, he became a legendary hero by the 5th Century BCE in Ancient Greece. Later on, according to the author, “[Hercules] was paralleled with Christ.”
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 The word “virtue” comes from the Ancient Latin “vir” meaning “man”. Therefore, pursuing “virtue” is the pursuit of true manliness. In France,
“[T]he constituents of male virtue - 'desire for honor, generosity, loyalty, spiritual force, and courtesy' - were seen as hereditary ('racial') characteristics of the nobility, and the principal manifestation of such masculine virtue was bravery in war, which produced gloire, glory, the honorable reputation which commanded the approbation of other…. Valor in combat was the virtue which comprised all others.”
The author says that, “it was in the reign of Henry IV that there was a serious and prolonged propaganda campaign to portray the king as the Gallic Hercules, the Stoic hero…” It is believed that Henry IV himself was quoted as saying, “I, Henry IV, like Hercules, have made the choice to seek honor and virtue through success in battle, renouncing those sensual pleasures which would hold me back.”
After all, 

“This was the monarch who reassured his ally Elizabeth, as one ruler (male) to another (female), ‘I was born and raised in the travail and perils of war: there one plucks gloire, the true nourishment of all truly noble souls, like a rose from the thorns’….He took risks not just when they were politically or militarily expedient. He continued to take risks long after doing so had become not merely politically inexpedient, but downright foolish. He took such risks with himself and his state's future because he enjoyed risk for its own sake…. When he was ten, foreign observers reported that ‘Henry made himself conspicuous either by taking the lead in games of the royal children, or by falling and injuring himself.’

Once king, and in regards to military service, 

“Henry IV continued to fight, to the astonishment of foreign observers and the dismay of his ministers, ‘more like a private soldier than as a king and great captain.’”
Throughout his reign as king, Henry IV retained the same “scorn of death” that had made him famous on the battlefield.

“Like all public figures, Henry was the target of many would-be assassins before the successful [assassination by radical Catholic monk, François] Ravaillac. The king took the usual precautionary measures, which included a bodyguard which accompanied him in Paris and screened admission to royal audiences, and the employment of tasters for his food. But he disdained the threat of assassination: ‘It is incredible the men they have sent out to kill me, but ... I assure you that my enemies will do me more harm than make me afraid.’ In one notorious episode at a dinner-party given by a Venetian ambassador, to show the extent of his trust in these foreign hosts (and his willingness to risk his life), he not only drank off some wine before his taster could try it, but picked bits of food off the plates at random.”

For most of his life, Henry sought “virtue and honor” in areas usually relegated to the category of “pleasure”. His passions for hunting and gambling offered him the opportunity to seek emotional achievements elsewhere than the battlefield. In regards to “the hunt” he often anthropomorphized his prey when hunting, and when once seriously ill, expressed his conviction that a hunt “will complete my recovery”. And in regards to gambling, expressed that “War is a game of chance. One wins here and loses there. Otherwise no one would play with us.” 
Henry received great pleasure in the pursuit of romantic trysts. 

“As [inexhaustible] in the bedroom as he was in the field and in the chase, before 1598 Henry had, besides a succession of transient liaisons, long term affairs with two mistresses [sequentially], Diane d'Andoins and Gabrielle d'Estrees, which were characterized for the most part by mutual affection and lack of [bitterness or ill-feeling]. After the death of Gabrielle in 1599  from complications of pregnancy, in addition to those hotter hours, which, unregistered in vulgar fame, he still luxuriantly picked out, Henry IV embarked on an affair with Henriette d'Entragues which lasted almost until his death, and in 1600 married as his second wife the Florentine princess Marie de Medici. Nothing is known of the dynamics of his brief liaisons, but his relationships with these two women were as fraught as those of Hercules with Omphale and Deianira. Part of the conflict arose from his more and more overt insistence that they acknowledge ‘[that I] am the master, that I could do as I pleased’, and submit to his will, and their increasingly intransigent refusal.” 

Henry’s true wife remained Marie de Medici, from the famous Italian family, though he arranged for her, their children, and his mistress and their children to live in Paris’ Louvre Apartments in the early 1600s. With his mistresses, Henry “used sexual domination to express the triumph of his will, however playfully”. Eventually, “Marie's response was marital trench warfare - tantrums and passive resistance: the king was forced to placate as often as dictate.”
But Henry’s child-like disregard for his own safety, coupled with his insatiable desire for hunting, gambling, and promiscuity, seemed to wane as he aged. With the threats of international war on the horizon, though he had not donned armor for nine long years, Henry is quoted as saying, “'I shall leave mistresses, loves, dogs, birds, gambling, buildings, feasts, banquets, and all other expenditures of pleasure and pastimes rather than lose the least chance and opportunity to acquire honor and glory.” By 1610, his support staff insisted that a declaration of war on the Spanish Habsburgs was necessary. Seeking an opportunity, Maximilien de Béthune, the Duke of Sully, arranged for the commissioning of the “Hercules painting” and the perpetuation of the allegory through French society. He was also the one who chastised Henry for pursuing an affair with Gabrielle d'Estrees and dissuaded him from proposing marriage to Henriette d'Entragues as well. But Henry was 56 by the time Sully persuaded him to war. And as the author states, 
“Heroes do not lose their teeth, or wear glasses, or suffer from gout. Even Hercules died as a man in his prime. Ageing was not viewed kindly or positively in the culture of sixteenth-century France….According to Jean Bodin (1576), ‘old age began at fifty-six and by sixty-three most men were dead.’”

At his old age, Henry could no longer hunt as much as he wanted. He had take “medicine in order to be more bold in carrying out all [of his mistress’] wishes.” Even an affair with a 16-year-old daughter of a local constable proved ineffective in making him feel younger. He is quoted as saying, 
“All displeases me; I flee company, and if, to be polite, I let myself be led to some gathering, instead of cheering me up they end up killing me….I am no more than skin and bone,, a depressing realization for one whose body-image had always been based on the muscular and youthful aesthetic of the warrior.” 
Henry was left with a choice: accept “decay” or reinvent himself:
“The choice of Hercules was emblematic of that commitment to war….The theme of the painting also carried private significance for Henry as a means to ward off evil. Implicit in it were two solutions to his existential problem of ageing, antithetical but complementary. One was the possibility of rejuvenation. The choice of Hercules was made by the hero as a young man: if Henry, as an old man, re-affirmed his own identification with the young Hercules, by renouncing sensual pleasure and choosing war and glory, he could reverse his own decay.”
War, simply, could make him young again. Or, if he would not find youth, he might find a noble death, a “hero’s death” on the battlefield. And in the coming weeks, he expressed both excitement and optimism, yet a realization that there was a strong possibility that he might not make it home alive.
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But Henry would never make it to war. He was killed on the Rue de la Ferronerie by a radical Catholic monk, François Ravaillac. Modern French historian Denis Crouzet states that, 
“Henry met his death on the rue de la Ferronerie en route for war in a spirit of stoic self-sacrifice for the future of France and his subjects “‘[knowing] that his must be ... a tragic death which like that of Hercules, consumed by the fire at the top of Mount Oeta, is the very condition of the durability of the reign of reason.’”
The author ends with the following:
“[For Henry IV], [w]ar was his final solution: he must come back with his shield, or on it. In the event, Ravaillac's dagger resolved the paradox inherent in the choice of Hercules. In his funeral orations, in the court art of Rubens which depicted his career and apotheosis, the ageing king with his failing, gouty body was forgotten. By his death Henry became once more the young Hercules. In his end was his beginning.”
