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INTRODUCTION

The life of King Richard. H  of England offers an interesting 

challenge to anyone who desires to read and interpret history in a 

period of civil war which often clouds and at times even obscures 

fact by propaganda*

It is necessary for the winning faction in most civil wars 

to justify its actions; it is the nature of man to desire to identify 

his stand with that which he deems right and just, propaganda may 

be a deliberate distortion of fact, or it may assume the position 

of an opinion or opinions held by a particular party or faction.

The motives which serve as inspirational points for writers of the 

present age were not lacking in fourteenth century England.

The throne of Bigland and the orderly continuance of rule 

by a king was dependent upon certain pre-established laws and codes 

which defined the manner of succession as well as the inherent rights 

both of the legal ruler and his council, such laws were firmly 

established in England at the time that Richard II ascended the 

throne in 1377; the regency passed from the reigning monarch to his 

eldest surviving son. parliament established the fact that the 

throne of England should pass to Richard of Bordeaux after the death 

of Edward H I .  Edward the Black prince, heir apparent to the throne, 

died before his father, Edward III, so it was necessary for parliaf- 

ment to safeguard the throne by establishing the legal heir. Lancas
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trian historians were later» to claim that Richard u  was the illegit

imate son of the Fair Maid of Rent, or, like Henry Bolingbroke, 

that Edward III did not have a clear title to the English throne.

Richard was born in Bordeaux, an English province in France, 

in the year 1367, and the young boy ascended the throne of England 

after the death of his grandfather, Edward m ,  in 1377. Richard 

was not over ten years old when he became regent of England and the 

vast provinces in France. A board of governors, composed primarily 

of his uncles, was established for the proper management of national 

and international affairs until Richard should reach legal age to 

assume such responsibilities. The throne of England was controlled 

by a powerful baronial faction which included Edmund of Langley,

Duke of York, John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster and Thomas of 

Woodstock, Duke of Gloucester, it was actually this group which 

controlled the English throne during the early years of Richard»s 

reign.

A comparison between a historical drama such as Shakespeare »s 

The Tragedy of Ring Richard the Second and actual history presents 

many problems since an artist does not have to confine himself to 

mere fact in writing historical drama, but william Shakespeare does 

not complicate matters excessively since he uses the chronicles of 

Holinshed as his basic source material.

The reign of Richard II falls within a period of both politi

cal and social upheaval in England which has led to distortion of
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facts by both the Lancastrian chroniclers as well as the pro- 

Richardian writers* Modern day historians even present a dual 

picture of Richard depending on the particular source material which 

they may have used for their final authority.

Henry IV usurped the English throne; it was necessary to 

justify the act both for his own personal security and the future 

security of the English crown. Truth is blended with propaganda 

by the fourteenth century writers until the resulting amalgamation 

is no longer separable. The chronicles favoring Henry Rolingbroke 

are known in history as the Lancastrian chronicles; whereas, the 

chronicles favoring King Richard II are known either as the pro- 

Richardian chronicles or the anti-Lancastrian chronicles.

It is virtually impossible to separate fact from propaganda 

in the Lancastrian chronicles, since many of the old writers plied 

their trade under the direction and the watchful eye of the men who 

supported them. The fact must be emphasized, and strongly, that the 

hereditary line of English kings was broken when Henry Bolingbroke 

usurped the throne, a n d  except for a short period when Richard of 

York gained the throne, England was ruled by kings who traced the 

legality of their succession to the Lancastrian civil war.

William Shakespeare assumes a position of importance in 

respect to Richardian concepts in history not because he was pro

Lancastrian and attempts to justify the legal succession to the 

throne of both Henry VIII and Elizabeth I, both of whom traced their
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line of descent to Henry IV, but rather to the source material which 

the great playwright used to create a moving play which has made such 

great impressions on the minds of men. William Shakespeare used the 

chronicles of Holinshed as his primary source material, and it is 

this very source which reveals Lancastrian bias, but Shakespeare, 

who actually dramatized the history of Holinshed, is responsible 

for a particular concept of Richard in the minds of men.

Samuel Taylor Coleridge emphasizes the influence of Shakes

peare in the following observation;

And it certainly seems that Shakespeare’s historic dramas 
produced a very deep effect on the minds of the English people, 
and in earlier times they were familiar even to the least in
formed of all ranks, according to the relation of Bishop Corbett. 
Marlborough, we know, was not ashamed to confess that his princi
pal acquaintance with English history was derived from them, and 
I believe that a large part of the information as to our old 
names and achievements even now abroad is due, directly or in
directly, to Shakespeare. 1

William Shakespeare assumes a role of importance in respect to the 

interpretation of the character of Richard II, so it is necessary 

to compare the impressions presented in the drama with historical 

fact to arrive at definite conclusions about the life and times of 

the controversial English king.

It was stated previously that historians do not agree on 

major points relating to the reign of Richard II; these opposite 

viewpoints can be explained by an analysis of the source material 

which certain historians use for authority. The medieval chronicles

Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Coleridge’s Essays and Lectures 
on Shakespeare (London; J* M. Dent and Company, 1909), P» 112.

1
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present many major conflicts in respect to the character of the man, 

Richard. King Richard -was either a tyrant and a weak-willed man in

capable of ruling his people if one accepts the accounts of the 

Lancastrian chronicles, or he was a brave man who attempted to unify 

England and Ireland under a powerful rule and who was far too ad

vanced for his historical age to be appreciated by the barbaric 

nobility if one accepts the accounts of the pro-Richardian chronic

les. How then is one to arrive at definite conclusions about the 

man, Richard? It is certain that the chronicles cannot be trusted, 

since propaganda clouds fact in both the Lancastrian and the anti

Lancastrian chronicles. "Fortunately a m o d e m  writer has made a 

complete study of the medieval chronicles of England and France 

pertaining to the controversial reign of Richard n  and has very 

recently presented his scholarly viewpoints in a book titled The 

Hollow Crown. Modern methods of research are employed by Harold 

F« Hutchison in his extensive study of the life and times of Richard 

of England; his viewpoints confirm the interpretations of such noted 

historians as sir Charles william Chadwick o^aan and Hilaire Belloc.

The process of this investigation is to establish the 

character of Richard II as revealed by the drama of Shakespeare and 

to compare Shakespeare»s impression with tint which is revealed 

through the study of history. Both the Lancastrian as well as the 

anti-Lancastrian viewpoints must be investigated to arrive at con

clusive evidence in respect to the character and nature of this 

controversial English king, Richard II.



CHAPTER I

SHAKESPEARE'S PLAY, KING RICHARD II

The fact must be established that a dramatist who desires 

to create moving drama from historical events is not limited in his 

artistic inventions to material which is purely historical. The 

dramatist is an artist who is free to choose his own means of ex

pression and interpretation, and, as an artist, he recognizes the 

fact that he rsy have to rely on personal invention to supply dra

matic situation where none may exist in history.

The English king, Richard II, certainly offers great dra

matic possibilities to the creative artist, since the events re

volving around the personal life of Richard enable the writer to 

choose a variety of dramatic treatments as well as dramatic themes. 

There is an element in the character of Richard II which conforms 

to the ancient greek ideal of the truly tragic hero. Richard pos

sesses a tragic flaw, which william Shakespeare certainly recognized 

when he created his character. This tragic flaw of Kichard’s is very 

similar to the so common in ancient Greek drama. The

life of Richard presents a paradox; the fate of Richard is determined 

by events relating to his indecision. Richard the King is detested 

and hated both by the English nobility and his lesser subjects 

throughout his regency, but after Richard suffers defeat Shakespeare 

reveals a man who dies bravely in the honored tradition of true Rnglidi
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kings« .

Shakespeare undoubtedly recognized the tremendous dramatic 

possibilities in each clearly defined portion of Richard’s life, but 

he chose to make his drama tragic by selecting the latter part of 

King Richard's reign« Shakespeare begins his drama, The Tragedy of 

King Richard the second, with the quarrel between Henry Bolingbroke, 

Duke of Hereford, and Thomas Mowbray, Duke of Norfolk, which can be 

established historically to have occurred in the year 1398. The 

first meeting of the two rival lords took place at Bristol in March, 

1398, but, for lack of evidence, another trial was set for April of 

the same year« Shakespeare begins his drama with the April trial 

at which the charges of treason against the crown are again revealed« 

The royal commission is unable to determine whether Bolingbroke or 

Norfolk is; in the right or not, so a contest by arms is set by the 

commission to be held at Coventry in September, 1398«

The central theme of Shakespeare's tragedy is the fall of 

Richard and the rise of Henry, Duke of Hereford« This is an over

simplification of the undercurrents w h ich are implied in the text 

of the drama, but t h e  symbolic speeches of the principal actors 

present a picture of rise and fall« The Shakespearean audience 

clearly understood the symbolism of the Wheel of Fortune, so there 

was little difficulty on their part in recognizing the symbolism 

which Shakespeare portrays in his drama« E« M. W* Tillyard asserts 

that the play presents actions which are symbolic rather than real,
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Tillyard states that '»First, the very actions tend to be symbolic 

rather than real* There is all the pomp of a tournament without the 

physical meeting of the two armed knights*»» ^ There is little vio

lence in the drama, The Tragedy of King Richard the Second, which 

deals primarily with revolution, but, again, this fact conforms to 

history, since Henry Bolingbroke did gain the throne of England with 

little bloodshed* The symbolic elements in the drama, however, do 

represent incompleted outer violence. The quarrel between Henry 

Bolingbroke and Thomas Mowbray symbolically represents the internal 

disorder in England as well as the conflicts within Richard himself, 

but both the quarrel and the ultimate outcome can be established 

historically. The speeches of Richard, John of Gaunt, Henry 

Bolingoroke, and even the Duke of York are loaded with symbolic 

meaning*

Arthur suzman asserts thay symbolism comprises the main body 

of the play in the following-paragraph:

There is scarcely a scene in the play where the imagery of 
rise and fall does not occur* The dual imagery is achieved 
usually by means of antithesis-— contrasting ideas of rise and 
fall being expressed by the use of pairs of words such as: 
"ascend”, »»descend«: "up", »»down»»: "high", "low": "sky", "earth": 
Occasionally, the mere subject matter itself, such as "scale", 
"ladder", "two buckets in a well", suggest the two— fold imagery* 
Pregnant phrases such as "jauncing Bolingbroke" and "plume-plucked 
Richard", convey in a word the changing fortunes— ascending or 
descending— of the characters. 2

M* W* Tillyard, Shakespeare; Modern Essays in Criticism* 
ed. Leonard f * Dean (New Yorlc^ oxford University press, 1957), p. 139.

o
Arthur Suzman, "imagery and symbolism in Richard U , "  

Shakespeare Quarterly, VIII (Fall, 1956),
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The symbolic treatment of the drama, The Tragedy of King Richard 

the Second, is important in a study such as this only when it either 

colors or reveals historical facts ih relation to Richard and his 

life. The symbolic treatment does provide undertones which set the 

mood for the exposition of events which happened prior to the opening 

scene of the drama as well as the events which immediately follow 

the opening scene.

The source material which TJilliam Shakespeare employed in 

the creation of the drama under study must be taken into consider

ation in the evaluation and criticism of the dramatist*s work*

There is every indication that the second edition of the chronicles 

of H,oUnshed was used as the primary source material by Shakespeare, 

although many scholars list a great number of chronicles, poems, 

and even dramas which Shakespeare may have used in writing The Tragedy 

of King Richard the seoond.

Doctor Samuel Johnson, the old literary giant, declares in 

his emphatic manner that the play was extracted from the Chronicles 

of Holinshed.

iThis play,» declared Dr* Johnson in 1765, 'is extracted 
from the Chronicles of Holingshed, in which many passages may 
be found which Shakespeare has, with very little alteration, 
transplanted into his scenes; particularly a speech of the 
Bishop of Carlisle in defence of King Richard's unalienable 
right, and immunity from human jurisdiction.» i

1John Dover Wilson (ed.) Shakespeare (Cambridge: The 

University Press, 1939), Po
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Sir Edmund K. Chambers endorses the same viewpoint in 1930 

when he asserts that Holinshed is Shakespeare’s primary historical 

source.

The main source of Richard II was the Chronicle of Holinshed, 
in the second edition of 1587, since 2.4.8. uses a passage not 
in that of 1577. For a few historical points other chronicles 
may have been drawn upon. Two features not in Holinshed, the 
introduction of Queen Isabel, and the attribution of a soliquy 
to Richard just before his murder, are oommon to Richard II and 
the first edition of Daniel’s poem, The civil Wars, 1595» but 
the treatment, both of these topics and the rest of the action, 
is so different as to make an influence either way unlikely. 1

It would be impossible to investigate all the possible source 

material which w a s  present in England during the sixteenth century 

and which Shakespeare may have had at his disposal to determine 

whether or not the dramatist was influenced by any or all such 

material in the composition of his drama. John Dover Wilson com

piles an impressive list of possible source material for Shakespeare’s 

drama. Berners’ translation of The Chronycle of syr John Froissart 

was certainly available in Shakespeare’s time as well as Dani e l’s 

Civil Wa r s ; the chronicles of stow, Hall, Grafton, and Holinshed 

as well as the French chronicles entitled La Chronlque de la Traison 

et M&rt de Rlchart Deux roy pengleterre and jean Cretan’s Histoire 

du Roy d’Angleterre may have been consulted, too, by the great 

dramatist as he was writing his historical masterpiece, The Tragedy 

of King Richard the second. The drama, Thomas of Woodstock, as well

Ibid., p.
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as other contemporary plays now lost may have been tosed by shakes- 

1
peare, also. The deviations from the accounts of King Richard found 

in Ho U n s h e d  áre so minor in the drJtraa of Shakespeare that they have 

little or no historical significance. The primary source material 

for Shakespeare's The Tragedy of King Richard the second can be 

established with a degree of accuracy as being the second edition 

of the Chronicle of Holinshed.

The setting of the play is important to Shakespeare's drama, 

but the mere physical setting must not be given undue significance» 

All the action in the play takes place either in England or Wales.

The time, in relation to the actual course or length of the drama, 

is unimportant although Shakespeare does condense time to maintain 

unity. The exile of Henry Bolingbroke and his return seem to be 

the passage of a few short moments, but actually much greater time 

was involved* Bolingbroke was exiled in September, 1398, and did 

not return to England until July k, 1399. Actual time, however, 

assumes little significance in the drama, but historical time and 

place are of paramount importance in Shakespeare's The Tragedy of 

King Richard the Second. The action of the play takes place in 

medieval England during the latter half of the fourteenth century. 

The seeds of unrest sown by 'the Magna Carta are reflected in the 

words and actions of the fourteenth century noblesj whereas, the

1
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Black Death indirectly fed the fires of the peasant's Revolt which 

broke out in full fury in 1381* The latter was a movement which 

was to limit both the power of the king and the nobility in later 

English history.

Medieval England during the reign of King Richard n  was 

still a confederation of powerful nobles joined in vassalage to their 

king. The nobles desired a weak king and at least partial control 

of the powers of the English crown. The factional elements in medi

eval politicts and the struggle for power among the English nobles 

were the major problems which Richard had to face during his entire 

reign. King Richard, on the other hand, desired to maintain the 

status of English monarch which existed prior to the signing of the 

Magna Carta, but his international politics reveal m o d e m  insight 

coupled with ancient tradition. Richard initiated an international 

policy of peaceful negotiation in disputes among nations thereby 

revealing an intellectual approach to one of the major defects of 

feudal society. The mixture of ancient desire to maintain a strong 

monarchy combined with the m o d e m  approach to the settlement of both 

national and international disputes placed Richard in direct oppo

sition to the English nobles whose desires were more feudal a nd far 

less enlightened. The entire struggle between King Richard and the 

powerful baronial factions in fourteenth century England is feudal 

in nature; Richard as well as the nobles is asserting his rights 

to power*
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The setting in respect to historical time a n d  place assumes 

even greater significance in the drama of Shakespeare when an analysis 

is made of the exact period of English history coinsiding with the 

reign of Richard. Richard II ascended the throne at the height of 

England*s medieval military glory. The victories which England had 

won over its traditional enemy, France, in the battles of crecy in 

August, 1346, and Poitiers in September, 1356, reveal the able 

military leadership of Edward III in the former and the Black prince, 

the father of Richard of Bordeaux, in the latter. Both of these 

battles had become national epics in the minds of the English 

people of the fourteenth century and both Edward III and his son, 

the Black prince, were national heros. Richard, however, did not 

extend the feudal glory of England by engaging in glorious battle 

with the French and by vanning outstanding victories as did his 

predecessors, but, on the contrary, Richard attempted to effect a 

peaceful termination of hostilities by agreeing to certain demands 

of the French, by attempting to sign a lasting truce with the 

traditional EJaglish enemy and by marrying the daughter of the French 

king. Ihe English nobles were quick to recognize the fact that 

such an international policy would leave them without sources of 

revenue either from rich ransoms, which captive French subjects 

were forced to pay for their release, or fbom the spoils of war, 

which included lands and provinces in France.

The common man, urged on by the unceasing propaganda of the
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nobles, voiced his objections to a policy of peace, because he had 

to pay heavy taxes for the st^port of the government; during wartime, 

however, these revenues were derived in part from ransoms and spoils» 

The complaints of the common man were not well grounded, since he 

had to support the government both during w a r  and peace through 

taxation of his person, and, surprisingly enough, his burden amoun

ted to approximately the same either in peace or in war*

The general unrest of the English people following the ac

cession of Richard to the throne was a reaction not uncommon in 

history* There is usually opposition to a less able or less color

ful man who follows in the wake of a national idol* This setting, 

therefore, is very important to the proper understanding of Richard»s 

exact position in the long line of English kings*

William Shakespeare begins his drama, The Tragedy of King 

Richard the Second, with the quarrel between Henry Bolingbroke,

Duke of Hereford, and Thomas Mowbray, Duke of Norfolk. Both men 

are of high birth and each accuses the other of being a traitor 

to the king and the crown. Henry Bolingbroke, presumably, has a 

twofold purpose in accusing his erstwhile friend, Thomas Mowbray, 

of being a traitor; he desires to establish his outward loyalty to 

his sovereign in the presence of an audience, but he uses the 

quarrel to indict both Thomas Mowbray and King Richard for the 

death of his uncle, the Duke of Gloucester. Henry states in the 

opening scene that his accusation against the Duke of Norfolk is
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"free from other misbegotten hate" which implies that another motive 

could exist for his desire to appeal Norfolk other than the charge 

of treason. Richard suspects the real motives which lie behind the 

desire of Henry to have a public hearing, and he expresses his 

hidden fears in an appeal to his uncle, John of Taunt. The Quotation 

below and all subsequent quotations have been checked as to accuracy 

and interpretation with the account of Richard II as it appears in 

A New variorum Edition of Shakespeare edited by Matthew w. Black. 1 

The quotation immediately below and all subsequent quotations taken 

from the drama of Shakespeare áre quoted from The Complete Works of 

Shakespeare edited by George Lyman Kittredge. The spelling and the 

word usage in the latter is more modern and is more easily under

stood.

King. Tell me, moreover, hast thou sounded him 
If he appeal the Duke on ancient malice,
Or worthily, as a good subject should,
On some known ground of treachery in him?

The ancient malice which Richard suspects may be the motivating

\

force behind the accusations of Henry Bolingbroke is the murder of 

the Duke of filoucester. Henry assures Richard that the quarrel is 

between Norfolk and himself, but when Henry is given the opportunity 

to speak he contradicts his former statement; thereby revealing traits

of untrustworthiness and duplicity in his personal character. Henry * 2

-

Matthew w. Black (ed.), King Richard the Second; The New 
Variorum Edition of Shakespeare (Philadelphia dnd London: J, B* 

Lippincott company, 1955).

2
Ceorge Lyman Kittredge (ed.), The Tragedy of King Richard 

the Second; The Complete Works of Shakespeare (Boston; Ginn and 
Company, 193b), I, i, 8-11.
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utters the following lines:

Boling» Look, what I speak, m y  life shall prove it true—  
that liowbray hath receiv'd eight thousand nobles 
In name of lendings for your Highness» soldiers,
The which he hath detain’d for lewd employments,
Like a false traitor and injurious villain*
Besides I say, and will in battle prove—
Or here, or elsewhere to the furthest verge
That all the treasons for these eighteen years
Complotted and contrived in this land
Fetch from false Lfowbray their first head and spring*
Further I say, and further will maintain 
Upon his bad life to make all good,
That he did plot the Duke of Gloucester's death,
Suggest his soon-believing adversaries,
And consequently, like a traitor coward,
Sluic'd out his innocent soul through streams of blood:
Which blood, like sacrificing Abel's cries,
Even from the tongueless caverns of the earth,
And, by the glorious worth of m y  descent,
This arm shall do it, or this life be spent* (i, i, 87-108)

The speech of Bolingbroke's is lengthy for a quotation, but it serves 

both the purpose of exposition and sunmation of the entire plot of 

the dramao Each succeeding part of the drama fits into the outline 

of intention which Henry makes in the speech quoted above.

Henry Bolingbroke uses the quarrel wi t h  Norfolk as a key 

to unlock the portals of the case dealing with the death of the Duke 

of Gloucester» It is unlikely that Shakespeare would create a 

Bolingbroke so naive as to believe that Norfolk was the real cause 

of Gloucester's death« John of Gaunt knows that Richard was in

strumental in the death of his uncle, so it is logical to assume 

that Henry, the son and heir of the Duke of Lancaster, should have 

been informed on the matter, also» Henry uses the quarrel with the 

Duke of Norfolk both to open the case again on the death of Gloucester
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and to accuse, indirectly but with strong implications, his cousin,

Richard, of the death of his u n d e *

John of Gaunt reveals his knowledge of the manner in which

his brother, Gloucester, met his death; this knowledge is revealed

in the second scene of the first act# It is from the conversation

between Gaunt and the Duchess of Gloucester that one learns for

certainty that Richard is responsible for the murder of his uncle«

Gaunt# God's is the quarrel; for God's substitute,
HlS deputy anointed in his sight,
Hath caus'd his death; the which if wrongfully,
let heaven revenge; for I may never lift
An angry arm against his minister. ( I, ii, 37-41)

John of Gaunt accuses Richard of his brother's murder before the

Duchess of Gloucester, the grieving widow, Henry Bolingbroke, the

son of John of Gaunt, either knows or suspects that Richard did

have a hand in the death of Gloucester# This fact is revealed in

the speech which Bolingbroke makes before the lords assembled at

the palace in London in the first scene of the first act.

The speech quoted previously in which Bolingbroke reveals

his intent is loaded with implication. There is a definite revelation

of Henry's intent and a determination which, in an obscure manner,

reveals the future course of the drama# Bolingbroke declaims that

the blood of Gloucester cries to him like Abel's for «justice and

rough chastisement»'' Henry establishes himself as the avenger for

the death of Gloucester thereby revealing the important role which

he assumes for himself, since Henry realizes that Richard and not
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Mowbray is guilty of his uncle's death* Henry Bolingbroke continues 

by stating that the deed of chastisement shall be done by his own 

arm, thus revealing his determination to rise in revolt against his 

cousin, and proclaiming that the act will be justified by the "glorious 

worth of my descent," implying that he has a better right to the 

crown than Richard* There is no doubt that Bolingbroke intends to 

read a revolt against Richard after this speech*
i

The trial by arms which is set in the first scene of the 

first act takes place in the third scene of the first act. Boling

broke and Norfolk meet at the lists in Coventry, but at the very 

moment of bodily engagement of the two armed knights Richard inter

venes and stops the contest. Richard assembles his nobles and the 

combined group decides to banish both Henry and Thomas Mowbray*

Henry receives mercy from his cousin, Richard, and his sentence is 

remitted to six years of banishment, but Thomas Mowbray is sentenced 

to a life of exile.

The plot is again suggested and the intentions of Boling

broke are revealed for a second time in the final scene of the first 

act. The setting of the scene is London where Richard, Green, Bagot, 

and Lord Aumerle discuss the departure of Henry*

King. He is our cousin, cousin: bit 'tis doubt,
VThsn time shall call him home from banishment,
Whether our kinsman come to see his friends*
Ourself and Bushy, Bagot here, and Green 
Observ'd his oourtship to the common people;
How he did seem to dive into their hearts 

His humble and familiar courtesy;
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What reverence he did throw away on slaves,
Wooing poor craftsmen with the craft of smiles 
And patient underbearing3 of his fortune,
As »twere to banish their affects w i t h  him.
Off goes his bonnet to an oyster-wench;
A brace of draymen bid God speed him well 
And had the tribute of his supple knee,
With iThanks, my oountrymen, my loving friends';
As were our England in reversion his,
And he our subjects' next degree in hope. (I, iv, 20-3 6 ) 

There is no doubt that Henry was planning to overthrow Richard; 

the exile was setting the stage for his rebellion as he was leaving 

England, and Richard undoubtedly realized what his cousin was doing. 

The Lancastrian estates were not in jeopardy at the time of Henry's 

departure, but Bolingbroke uses the seizure of the estates by Richard 

to justify his return to England in a few short months thereby 

breaking both his word and his exile. The implications with which 

William Shakespeare leaves his audience at the conclusion of the 

first act are very plain; Henry is a threat to Richard and the 

throne of England.

The death of John of Gaunt in the first scene of the second

act reveals a thickening of the plot. Gaunt, on his deathbed in

Ely House, predicts that "the rash fierce blaze of riot of Richard's

reign cannot last." He concludes his speech with these words of

condemnation for his nephew, Richard;

Gaunt. ........................... ...................
This land of such dear souls, this dear dear land,
Dear for her reputation through the world,
Is now leas'd out (I die pronouncing it)
England, bound in with the triumphant sea,
Whose rocky 3hore beats back the envious siege 
Of wat'ry Neptune, is now bound in with shame,
With inky blots and rotten parchment bonds.
That England that was wont to conquer others
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Hath made a shameful conquest of itself*
Ah, would the scandal vanish with my life,
How happy then were m y  ensuing deathi ( j x , i, 57-68)

Gaunt is referring to the government of England which is controlled

by a few of Richard*s favorites and he condemns the corruptness

which he so clearly sees in the bad government of his nephew, Richard.

Gaunt not only condemns Richard for his corrupt national government,

but he also speaks out strongly against the international policies

of the monarch thereby revealing the dissatisfaction among the

nobles. Shakespeare is echoing the very tone of his source material

when he takes up the argument of the nobles against the international

policies of Richard. King Richard II did not lead his people in

glorious victory against the French as did the former plantagenet

kings bit rather attempted to effect a peaceful settlement of the

Hundred y e a r’s war through negotiation with the traditional enemy.

John of Gaunt dies and Richard seizes the Lancastrian

estates. The character of Richard is all but completely destroyed

by this act since Shakespeare presents it in such a cold manner*

Richard desires to possess the vast Lancastrian estates so that he

will have sufficient funds to engage in the unprofitable Irish wars.

Shakespeare's dramatic presentation of this historical fact must be

condemned by the audience, but historically, the seizure of the

Lancastrian lands has different significance. Henry would control

a large part of England if the Lancastrian estates were to fall into

his hands, and, according to the legal exemption of Lancastrian
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privilege, Henry would be the most powerful man in England and live 

outside the legal jurisdiction of the English crown. Shakespeare 

follows Holinshed in condemning Richard for claiming the Lancastrian 

estates, but it was necessary for Richard to protect himself by such 

drastic action.

The seizure of the Lancastrian estates by Richard serves as 

a turning point in the drama. Richard provides Henry with the neces

sary excuse to justify his subsequent actions of breaking his oath 

of banishment, raising an army and returning to Eh gland to claim, 

so Henry asserts, his rightful inheritance. The news of Henry» s 

landing in Eh gland is carried to Richard, who is engaged in his 

second Irish campaign. Richard is delayed because of unfavorable 

weather conditions along the Irish coast, and it is this very delay 

that gives Bolingbroke time to w i n  over to his side the various 

factions in Ehgland. Richard returns to Eh gland to discover that 

he has been seserted by his nobles, his friends and even his army*

The third scene of the second act reveals Bolingbroke and 

Northumberland in the wilds of Gloucestershire. Northumberland re

nounces his King and joins forces with Bolingbroke thus assuring the 

success of the revolution, it is difficult to interpret the actions 

of Northumberland since the depiction of his character by shal© speare 

reveals a man naive enough to believe that Bolingbroke had no in

tentions on the crown. History bears this fact out, but it is i m

possible to determine why Northumberland did not suspect the motives
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of Henry, ,

Edmund of Langley, the Duke of York, whom Richard left to 1

govern England while he was engaged in the Irish wars, meets Henry

Bolingoroke and Northumberland in the wilds of Gloucestershire and

offers but passive resistance. The Duke of York berates Henry and

Northumberland for leading a revolt against their King, but he

completely reverses his sentiments in the following lines of his

speech to the rebel leaders*

York, ny lords of England, let me tell y o u  this*
I have had feelings of my cousin’s wrongs,
And labour’d all I could to do him right;
But in this kind to come, in braving arms,
Be his own carver and cut out his way 
To find out right with wrong— it may not be;
And you that do abet him in this kind 
Cherish rebellion and are rebels all.
North, The noble Duke hath sworn his coming is 
But for his ovn* and for the right of that 
W e  all have strongly sworn to give him aid;
And let him never see joy that breaks that oathl 
Y o r k , W e l l , well, I see the issue of these arms,
I cannot mend it, I must needs confess,
Because my power is weak and all ill left;
3ut if I could, by him that gave me life,
I would attach y ou all and make you stoop 
Uhto the sovereign mercy of the King;
But since I cannot, be it known to you 
I do remain as neuter. So fare you well—
Unless you please to enter in the castle 
And there repose you for this night.
Boling. An offer, uncle, that we will accept;
But we must win your grace to go with us 
To Bristow castle, which they say is held 
By Bushy, Bagot, and their complices,
The caterpillars of the commonwealth,
Which I have sworn to week and pluck away.
Y o r k , it may be I will go with you; but yet I ’ll pause,
For i am loath to break our country’s laws*
Nor friends nor foes, to me weloome you are.
Things past redress are now with me past care. ( jl, iil, 139-171)
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The events of the plot leading to the downfall of Richard are 

almost complete; Northumberland has joined forces with Henry and 

York declares his neutrality, but at this point two inconsistencies 

arise in the Shakespearean drama» Northumberland assures York that 

Henry has returned to England to claim his Lancastrian estates only 

and has no intention of carrying his actions further. He even .

warns golingbroke that he must not break his oath, yet Northumber

land assumes an important role in the deposition of Richard in a 

later act and scene in the drama* Northumberland assumes a dual 

stand; he is both for and against Henry.

York reveals his own political philosophy; he is pro-royalist 

and supports whatever king may be in power» York recognizes the 

injustices which Henry suffers under Richard, but Richard is still 

in power and York must remain, in sentiment at least, with the 

reigning monarch» Later in both history and Shakespearean drama 

the Duke of York is as loyal to Hairy as he once was to Richard, 

which is an understatement since York recognizes nothing other 

than the power of the reigning monarch» The Duke of York does 

reveal the futility of resistance to the superior forces of Boling- 

broke, a n d  he sums up his resignation to fate by stating that 

«things past redress are past care*«

Henry Bolingbroke, however, reveals his true intention in 

the above quotation when he states that he will go to Bristow 

Castle to weed out the caterpillars of the commonwealth. There
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is no doubt that William Shakespeare employed these words to expose 

the fact that Henry intended to carry the revolution further than 

regaining the sequestered Lancastrian estates» Henry is determined 

to eliminate Richard's royal council and, ultimately, to remove 

his oo us in from the throne, but neither Northumberland nor York 

suspect the extent of Henry's ambitions.

The capitulation scene is presented in the fourth scene of 

the second act. This is not the surrender of Richard to Henry 

but rather the dispersing of the Welsh army, the only hope of 

Richard's salvation. The Earl of Salisbury meets the commander 

of the Welsh forces in a camp in wales. The loyal welsh army, 

believing that Richard is dead, disband, and the last hope of 

succor is lost to King Richard. England is at the mercy of Boling- 

broke. The battle is lost before Richard returns to Ragland and 

the active theater of the war.

Richard returns to England only to discover that the Welsh 

army, his last hope of defending England against the usurper, has 

dispersed. Henry demands an audience with Richard, and the King 

is forced, under the circumstances, to comply with the demands 

of his powerful oousin. The rivals for tte English throne meet 

oefore Flint Castle, but it is Richard who evaluates the prior 

actions of Bolingbroke in these precise terms*

Boling, (rises) jjy gracious lord, I come but for mine own.
King« Your own is yours, and I am yours, a n d  all
Boling. So far be mine, my most redoubted lord,
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As toy true service shall deserve your love«

Kin£. Well you deserve. They well deserve to have 
That know the strong»st and surest w a y  to get*
Uhcle, give me your hand. Kay dry your eyes.
Tears show their love, b u t  want their remedies.
Cousin, I am too young to be your fatter,
Though you are old enou^i to be my heir.
What you will have, 1*11 give, and willing too;
For do we must what force will have us do.

Set on towards London. Cousin, is it so? ( III, iii, 196-208) 

The death scene of John of Gaunt all but destroys the 

character of Richard as the scene quoted above destroys the character 

of Henry Bolingbroke. The true intent of Bolingbroke to seize the 

English crown, the utter duplicity of the usurper as well as the 

betrayal of all his confidences to his close friends is revealed 

in the conversation between Richard and Henry quoted above* 

Bolingbroke had begun his invasion at Ravenspurgh and had begun 

spreading lies and winning the confidence of tte nobles by stating 

that Richard had treated him unjustly and that he had returned to 

England to claim his rightful inheritance, the Lancastrian estates, 

which Richard had sequestered after the death of his father, John 

of Gaunt. Henry built up a mighty military force through base 

lies and crafty deception, so that when Richard returned to England 

Bolingbroke knew that it was safe to claim more than the Lancastrian 

estates, it is only when Bolingbroke is certain of his power that 

he reveals his original intent thereby destroying the honor of his 

immediate associates as well as his own code of chivalry. The 

accepted code of chivalry does not exist for Henry Bolingbroke, 

and Shakespeare makes this point very clear in the drama.

133&G9
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King Richard, on the other hand, does not doubt that Henry 

has returned to Sigland for more than the Lancastrian estates. 

Richard realizes that the English Crown must capitulate to Henryj 

this is his cousin’s ultimate objective and Richard is powerless 

to resist the overwhelming forces which Henry has gathered. The 

matter to decide for the present is whether Richard is acting out 

of weakness or despair, or whether, under such trying circumstances, 

he is acting from intelligence. Richard is fully aware of the 

futility of resistance; the King may be condemned for not fighting 

his cousin, but Richard would have to face Henry and his army alone 

since his loyalist forces no longer exist.

Henry leads his cousin to London in shame to face a parliar- 

ment intent upon justifying the usurpation of the throne by the 

rebel cousin. The Bishop of Carlisle rises to defend his King in 

a Parliament packed in fa-sor of Henry; Bishop Carlisle refers to 

the "divine right of kings" in his speech and states that no 

member of parliament is "noble enough" to sit in judgement of 

Richard. The loyal Bishop warns both parliament and England that 

such actions as they intend will only breed more wars, and the 

blood of Englishmen will manure the ground of England for centuries 

to come.

Northumberland attempts to justify the act of deposition by 

insisting that the charges of treason against Richard be read before 

Parliament, Northumberland must justify the act of deposition as
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well as his own actions in the civil war, since he joined forces 

with Bolingbroke only to regain the Lancastrian estates# The Earl 

of Northumberland n o w  finds himself in the very center of a dilemma; 

he is obliged to justify his own position which is difficult since 

he warned Henry that he, personally, will take action against any 

usurper.

The problem of finding a person to indict Richard is solved

by the King, himself. Richard states that formal charges need not

be read since he will give them reason enough. These words, "reason

enough," are difficult to interpret since the words lend themselves

to ambiguity under the circumstances. Richard may be implying that

he condemns himself for ruling unjustly, or he may be saying that

he will give Henry reasons for the deposition, and any reasons are

enough for Bolingbroke and his ambitions. The charges which Richard

reads against himself in the mirror have special significancej no

member of parliament has the actual power to depose a king, such

power lies in the hand of God, Richard, therefore, breaks his

oath of office, since he is God»s representative on earth. Richard

deposes himself in the following words:

Rich, They shall be satisfied, I »11 read enough
When I do see the very book indeed
Where all ny sins are writ, and that's myself.

Enter one with a glass.

Give me the glass, and therein will I read.
No deeper wrinkles yet? Hath sorrow struck
So many blows upon this face of mine
And made no deeper wounds* q flattering glass,
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Like to my followers in prosperity,
Thou dost beguile met Was this face the face 
That every day under his household roof 
Did keep ten thousand men? Was this the face 
That like the sun did made beholders wink?
Was this the face that fac'd so many follies 
And was at last outfac'd by Bolingbroke?
A brittle glory shineth in this face.
As brittle as the glory is the face,

[Dashes the glass to the floor .J 
For there it is, crack'd in a hundred shivers.
Mark, silent king, the moral of this sport—
How soon my sorrow hath destroy'd my face. ( TV, i, 273-291)

Folly and extravagance are the charges, but these are enough for

Henry and his rebels to depose their King.

The second scene of the fifth act reveals a plot which

confirms the fact that Richard is not totally deserted by his loyal

subjects, it is this very scene which also confirms the growing

suspicion that the Duke of York is a royalist supporting any king

who may be in power. The vacillatory nature of Aumerle, the son

of the Duke of York and a fellow conspirator in the plot against

Henry, is also revealed in the fifth act. William Shakespeare

does not indict Aumerle for treason against Richard prior to this

act, but prior treason is strongly implied. Aumerle actually

delayed Richard in Ireland until Henry had successfully established

himself in England according to the presumptions of Hilaire Belloc,

Froissart, and Harold f . Hutchison.

It must be noted that the accusations of treason against

Aumerle, Albemarle or Rutland as he is known are derived directly

from the chronicles of Qreton, whose accounts may be colored since

they reveal a strong love for Richard, but Creton was a member of
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the King’s last and fateful expedition to Ireland. The evaluations 

of the Chronicles of Creton are found in the historical writings 

of both Hilaire Belloc and Harold F* Hutchison, both of whom accepted 

the accounts of Creton as fact, Tbe evaluations of the treason of 

Aumerle are brought foreward by the quotations of the historians 

given below:

The first step in Albemarle’s treason took the plausible and 
easy form of delay. Richard was held up in Dublin till July, 
waiting for h i m  and his fresh troops, pay-money, and rations.
He did not join Rich a r^ in Dublin till Henry had all his plans 
laid and was moving.

That Conspirator— whom he still t r u s t e d - a d v i s e d  delay in order 
to make all ready. The delay was fatal— and was intended to 
be fatal. ^

They had gained to their party the young earl of Kent, nephew 
to the earl of Huntingdon, and the lord de spencer, one of the 
most powerful barons in England. They expected the a i d  of the 
earl of Rutland, because King Henry had deprived him of the 
constableship, but he failed them, a n d  some say that by him 
the plot was discovered. 3

The army had already been delayed six days at Waterford 
waiting for Albemarle, and at Kilkenny a further fortnight was 
lost for the same reason* creton, who knew the sequel, draws 
the moral: he hints that Albemarle’s treacherous course began 
at Waterford*

•That shifty Duke whose guile forever hid 
The harm he did.’ ^ * 2 3 4

Hilaire Belloc, A History of England, Vol. Ill (London; 
G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1928), p* 150.

2Ibid., p. 151.

3
Sir John Froissart, chronicles of England, France, and 

Spain and the Adjoining Countries, irans. Thomas johnes ('London* 
William smith, 1849), III, 705.

4
Harold F. Hutchison, The Hollow crown (New y o r k : The John 

Day Company, 1961), p. 234.



The quotations above seem to establish the guilt of Aumerle in the 

downfall of King Richard, and the treason of Aumerle is important 

to the proper understanding of the Shakespearean drama, since it 

can be assumed that Shakespeare did have a knowlege of Froissart 

and possibly a knowlege of the writings of creton. The treason 

of Aumerle is important since it casts an entirely different light 

on the interpretation of Shakespeare’s drama. Richard was not 

deposed by the unanimous consent of his people, but rather he lost 

his crown through the treachery of a few nobles.

The traitor Aumerle presumably was engaged in traitorous 

activities when Richard left on his second Irish expedition, 

perhaps this explains in part why Henry pardoned Aumerle so quickly 

when it was discovered that Aumerle was involved in a plot against 

Henry. The Duke of York renounces his son in this latter action 

in the shakesperean drama, but Aumerle, with the assistance of his 

mother, informs Henry of the plot and gains the pardon of the 

King. Froissart states above that it was probably through the 

information supplied by Aumerle that Henry discovered the plot 

against him, and it was through the revelations of Aumerle that 

the leaders of the revolt against Henry were captured and executed.

The conclusions of the events revolving around Richard in 

the drama of Shakespeare are presented in the last two scenes of 

the fifth act. piers Exton, believing that Henry desires to have 

Richard killed, attempts to poison his former benefactor, Richard
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anticipates the desires of his cousin, Henry, and the actions of 

his former friehd, Piers Exton, and refuses to eat the poisoned 

food® Richard dies the death of a hero defending himself against 

tremendous odds. The honor of the English crown is preserved by 

the act of heroism displayed by Richard in his last battle with 

Piers Exton a n d  his murderous associates* Henry condemns piers 

for his act, but inwardly finds himself relieved that the last 

apparent danger to the Crown has been removed.



CHAPTER H

THE DRAMATIC CHARACTER OF RICHARD II

The dramatic character of Richard II as it is depicted in 

the drama of William Shakespeare has had a decided influence on 

historical interpretation* The character analysis which Shakespeare 

makes in his drama must be reviewed to determine the exact nature 

of such influence*

Samuel Coleridge comments on the character of Richard in one 

of his essays on Shakespearean historical drama in the following 

words*

Admirable is the judgment with which Shakespeare always in 
the first scenes prepares, yet how naturally, and with what 
concealment of art, for the catastrophe* observe how he here 
presents the g e r m  of all after events in Richard's insincerity, 
partiality, arbitrariness, and favoritism, and in the proud, 
tempestuous, temperament of his barons, in the very beginning, 
also, is displayed that feature in Richard’s character, which 
is never forgotten throughout the play— -his attention to decorum, 
and high feeling of the kingly dignity. These anticipations 
show with what judgment Shakespeare wrote, and illustrate his 
care to connect the past and future, and unify them with the 
present by forecast and reminiscence.

Many historians have borrowed Shakespeare’s interpretation of Richard’

character states Harold F* Hutchison in his book, The Hollow crown*

It is necessary, therefore, to discover the character of Richard as

the great dramatist depicts it* The kingly attitude of Richard is

I
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Coleridge’s Essays and Lectures 

on Shakespeare (London* j. Mo Dent and Company, 1909), p. 112*
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revealed in the opening scenes of the first act, and Richard gives 

the impression of dignified royalty throughout the first scene, but 

there are omnious undertones which indicate both fear and hatred* 

References are made to events which occurred prior to the opening 

scene of the drama; indirectly these references reveal a f e eling. 

of anxiety on the part of Richard as he questions Gaunt on the 

nature of the quarrel between Henry Bolingbroke and Thomas Mowbray* 

Richard desires to know whether the quarrel is based on some ancient 

malice, which Richard strongly suspects, and his'suspicions are 

soon confirmed by his cousin, Henry Bolingbroke, who states at first 

that his charges are not inveterate, but as soon as Henry is given 

the opportunity to speak he introduces the murder of his uncle, 

the Duke of Gloucester*

The second scene of the first act confirms the fact that 

Richard did assume an active role in the death of his uncle* The 

Duke of Lancaster accuses his nephew of murdering his brother,

Thomas of Woodstock, Duke of Gloucester. This fact is learned in 

the conversation between John of Gaunt and the Duchess of Gloucester. 

It would appear at this point that the guilt of Richard was common 

knowlege among the various members of the royal family, but william 

Shakespeare leaves such assumptions to his audience and does not 

confirm them himself.

The third scene of the first act reveals little about the 

character of King Richard, although some critics would imply that



the scene establishes the fact that Richard reveals a tendency 

toward indecisiveness. Shakespeare borrowed the scene in question 

from his source material, Holinshed, but he omitted the part in which 

Richard confers with his council, jt is at the meeting of the 

council that Richard decides to permit the contest between Boling- 

broke and Mowbray; Richard even plots to interrupt the fight as 

it is about to begin according to the Chronicles of Hoi Unshed. 

xhe scene may reveal crafty purpose on the part of King Richard, 

but it certainly does not present the King as a man t o m  by 

indecisions. The King interrupts the contest, confers with his 

councillors of whom the Duke of Lancaster is one, and presents 

his decision that both Henry Bolingbroke a n d  Thomas Mowbray must 

be banished from the kingdom. The following speech reveals a facet

of the nature of Richard opposing the general impressions created 

thus far*

King, uncle, even in the glasses of thine eyes
I see thy grieved heart. Thy sad aspect
Hath from the number of his banish’d years

pluck’d four away, (jo B>lingbrok||slx frozen winters spent,
Return with welcome home from banishmenti ( iii, 208—212^

The speech quoted above does imply that the King can be moved to

compassion even for such an enemy such as Bolingbroke. it may be

argued that Richard’s motives may have been ulterior; he may have

remitted four years of Henry’s banishment in deference to his uncle,

or Richard may have been attempting to w i n  back popular sentiment

which he had lost in the act of banishing Henry.
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Some of the major charges, which critics levy against the 

character of Richard n ,  present themselves in the fourth scene of 

the first act.

King» W e  will ourself in person to this war;
And, for our coffers, w i t h  too great a court 
And liberal largess, are grown somewhat light,
We are enforc'd to farm our royal realm,
The revenue whereof shall furnish us
For our affairs in hand, if that oome short,
Our substitutes at home shall have blank charters,
Whereto, when they shall know what men are rich,
They shall suscribe them for large sums of gold 
And send them after to supply our wants,
For we will make for Ireland presently. ( j f ±Vf 42- 5 2 )

Richard emerges from the speech quoted above as an absolute and 

tyrannical ruler who rides rough-shod over the rights of his sub

jects to further his own ends, which, at this time, are identified 

with the Irish wars. The arbitrariness which Coleridge accuses 

Richard of is established in the quotation above» Arthur T. Quiller- 

Couch confirms Shakespeare's interpretation of Richard's character 

in his review of historical drama*

He had chosen new favorites— sir John Bushy, sir Henry Green, 
Sir William Bagot— to replace his old ones* and now he called 
a packed parliament, which not only undid the acts of the de
tested 'wonderful' parliament, but entrusted all future govern
ment to the King and a little knot of his friends, so Richard 
for the time was absolute, a n d  the kingdom suffered, as it always 
must when the king postpones its happiness to his private likes 
and dislikes, 1

The events which Arthur Quiller-Couch refers to are different from

Arthur T» Quiller-<!ouch, Historical Tales from Shakespeare 
(New York* Charles Scribner's Sons, 1916), pp. 126-127»



those revealed in the speech of Richard, but the evaluation of the 

character of the monarch is the same« Shakespeare's evaluation of 

Richard's character seems to imply that the King desires to further
i .

his own private interests at the expense of his subjects. This 

impression is crystallized in the subsequent scene in which Richard 

seizes the Lancastrian estates after the death of John of Gaunt«

Richard gathers his army composed of his faithful followers 

and hostages and sails for Ireland on his second expedition to that 

troublesome land« The ruthless and absolute nature of the King is 

confirmed in the drama, and no further impression is created in 

respect to the character of Richard until the first scene of the 

second act when the Earl of Northumberland states the following 

words*

North. Now, afore God,*tis shame such wrongs are borne 
In ham a royal prince and many moe 
Of noble blood in this declining land*
The King is not himself, but basely led 
By flatters* and what they will inform,
Merely in hate, 'gainst any of us all,
That will the King severly prosecute

•Gainst us, our lives, our children, and our heirs, (j j , i^ 238-45) 

Northumberland introduces a new idea; the tyranny of Richard springs 

from the influence of his favorites who are mis-leading the youthful 

monarch. The implications are plainj Richard is "not himself, but 

basely led'* by his associates, it is this act of being led by 

favorites which creates the impression of a tragic flaw in the 

character of the King, the flaw of weakness and immaturity, but 

Shakespeare does not immediately reveal the source of Richard's

36
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weakness•

Henry Bolingbroke returns to England and lands at Ravenspurgh 

while King Richard is leading the expedition in Ireland. Richard, 

after the news of the invasion reaches him, returns to England and 

hastens to Wales. It is at this time that Shakespeare reveals 

another side of Richard»s character which many critics are quick 

to condemn as the quotation of W. J. Rolfe below confirms:

Tfcat character, wi t h  all its defects a n d  its inconsistencies, 
— its insolent tyranny and its gentleness, its utter want of all 
moral and intellectual balance,— is painted with the discrimination 
of the philosophical historian, and with a far deeper and more 
impartial truth than the author would find in ary one of the old 
annalists, all of whom, I believe, have described Richard as he 
appeared through the medium of their personal party prejudices, 
Yorkish or Lancastrian.

The scenes in which Shakespeare reveals the nature of Richard after

his return to England presents the King as a man of instable nature.

Richard displays emotions vhich range from ungrounded hope to

deepest despair. It is this display of emotion which suggests

emotional instability on the part of Richard. The King did display

rapid changes in mood according to the accounts of the ancient

chronicles, but the displays of anger, optimism changing to despair,

and dejection are not necessarily proof that Richard was either

intellectually or morally instable, Richard had to face a major

catastrophe on his return to England; few persons could be expected

to act normally or cooly under such trying circumstances. Emotional 

- - ■ —

W. «I. Rolfe, Shakespeare* s Tragedy of Ring Richard the second 
(Mew York: American Book Company, 1905), op. 17-18.
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instability in Richard is established historically, but there is 

insufficient evidence to assume that the King was suffering from 

mental disorder as some critics would claim* Rolfe would have 

difficulty in proving moral instability in Richard unless he could 

present substantiating evidence that the death of Gloucester was 

wanton killing on the part of Richard. This fact has never been 

proven historically, since the various intrigues of Gloucester en

dangered the life of Richard on more than one occasion. Rolfe may 

be accepting the moral condemnation found in Shakespeare's source 

material at face value. Holinshed states that Richard was given 

to immoral practices, and then he proceeds to list all the abomnible 

sins which the King repeatedly committed, but, again, there is 

absolutely no proof that Richard committed such sins. The Chronicles 

of Holinshed reveal the sins of the flesh conmitted by Richard, but 

earlier chronicles list the immoral sins of Edward m  and John of
x

Gaunt, but the latter are unable to name one mistress which King 

Richard may have kept. It can be assumed at this point that the 

moral character of Richard is unblemished in history, and that 

some pro-Lancastrian writer, who sought to destroy the character 

of Richard completely, added the list of the sins of the flesh as 

a final condemnation of Richard* Holinshed, following the prejudices 

of his source material, included the list of such sins in his 

chronicle, but it is interesting to note that Shakespeare makes no 

use of these vile sins in his drama* perhaps the great bard suspected

y
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the nature of the propaganda.

Richard does display a vacillatory nature in the second

scene of the third act after he lands on English soil. The mere

touching of the earth in his plantagenet homeland brings out the

poetic nature of the King, but the raptures which Richard experiences

are not necessarily the result of emotional instability, it must

be remembered that Richard descended from Norman French nobility.

Richard soon learns the status of his kingdom from the reports of

his loyal followers. The sudden displays of hope and utter despair

which Richard expresses at each new report would lead one to believe

that the King actually was emotionally unstable. The following

speech is usually quoted by critics in an attempt to prove the

emotional instability of Richard;

King. No matter where, comfort no man speakl 
L e t’s talk of graves, of worms, and epitaphs,
Make dust our paper, and with rainy eyes 
Write sorrow on the bosom of the earth.
L e t’s choose executors and talk of wills.
And yet not so— for what can we bequeath,
Save our deposed bodies to the ground?
Our lands, our lives, and all are Bolingbroke’s,
And nothing can we call our own but death 
And that small model of the barren earth 
Which serves as paste and cover to our bones.
For God's sake let us sit upon the ground 
And tell sad stories of the death of kingsI 
How some have been depos'd, some slain in war,
Some haunted by the ghosts they have depos’d,
Some poisoned by their wives, some sleeping kill'd—
A31 murtheredj for within the hollow crown 
That rounds the mortal temples of a king 
Keeps Death his court; and there the antic sits,
Scoffing his state and grinning at his pomp;
Allowing him breath, a little scene,
To monarchize, be feared, and kill with looks;
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infusing him wi t h  s elf and vain conceit,
As if this flesh which walls about our life 
Were brass impregnable? and humour’d thus,
Comes at last, and with a little pin 
Bores through his castle wall, and farewell kingl 
Cover your heads, a n d  mock not flesh and blood 
Wi t h  solemn reverence« Throw away respect,
For you have but mistook me all this while.
I live with bread like you, feel want, taste grief,
Need friends, subjected thus,

How can you say to me I am king? (Ill, ii, 144-177)

This melancholy brooding, this utter despair, this morbid emphasis 

on death seems to indicate that Shakespeare intended to depict the 

character of Richard as being emotionally unstable, but the last 

few lines of the quotation above Reveal a different facet of the 

character of the King other than presumed instability. The speech 

of Richard reveals the humanization of the regal office of king.

A H  the kings of whom Richard speaks were removed from their 

celestial dias and humanized by death, n o  great force is necessary 

to effect this humanization? Richard states that a small pin bores 

through the castle wall forming the breach which is instrumental 

in permitting the opposing forces to rush through and destroy the 

regal power. Richard may be experiencing a sudden revelation in 

respect to his regality, but it is more logical to assume that 

Richard realized long before his capture by Bolingbroke that a 

king, no matter how powerful he may be, could be thrown from his 

royal dias and humanized by one short, swift movement. Richard is 

forced to face a hostile world which has turned against him. one 

cannot blame Richard for displaying emotion under such trying

circums tances
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It is necessary to analize the characters of the important 

allies to Richard in order to determine the influence which they 

may have had on the character of the King. Tte court favorites, 

Bagot, Bushy, and Green, meet their death after Bolingbroke captures 

them and orders their execution. Shakespeare presents the arguments 

which he found in the Chronicles of Holinshed in respect to the 

characters of these court favorites. The dramatist asserts that 

Bagot, Bushy, and Green are responsible for corrupting the y o u t h

ful King. The accusations in the drama against the favorites 

issue from Bolingbroke and the Earl of Northumberland. Bolingbroke 

calls the court favorites «caterpillars of the kingdom», and 

Northumberland accuses them of corrupting the King, but Shakespeare

does not reveal the extent of the influence which Bagot, Bushy, or

(
Green exerted on the young King*

Aumerle, on the other hand, supports Richard until the final 

act of the play when he reveals to Bolingbroke the plot against the 

new King and begs forgivness for having been involved in the plot. 

Shakespeare hints that the character of Aumerle may be vacillatory, 

but he does not indict the wavering lord of treason against Richard. 

Hilaire Belloc asserts in no indefinite terms that Aumerle was in

volved directly in the original plot against Richard which succeeded 

lu placing Henry Bolingbroke on the English throne. These charges 

are reviewed in the preceding chapter of this thesis. The character 

of Aumerle is controversial in the drama of Shakespeare, but it is
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best in criticizing the drama to judge Aumerle by his final act 

rather than preceding actions which are ambiguous in the drama,

The Tragedy of King Richard the second.

The outstanding ally and perhaps the only real supporter 

of the Richardian faction is, without question, the Bishop of 

Carlisle. The Bishop rebukes the King after he utters the lament

ations on the nature of kings quoted above:

Car. My lord, wise men n e’er sit and wail their woes,
But presently prevent the ways to wail.
To fear the foe, since fear oppresseth strength,
Gives, in your weakness, strength unto your foe,
And so your follies fight against yourself,
Fear, and be slain— no worse can come to fight;
And fight and die is death destroying death,

Where fearing dying pays death servile breath. (Ill, ii, 378-185) 

The Bishop of Carlisle emerges as a key figure in the struggle 

between Richard Plantagenet and Henry Lancaster, since he represents 

the divine right of kings and never surrenders to Henry Lancaster 

preferring rather to oppose the newly crowned King face to face 

by defying his right of usurpation of the English crown.

The chiding Carlisle has the desired effect upon Richard 

who turns from his depressing thoughts to new hopes only to have 

them dashed to the ground again.

The nature of Richard’s character, which is presented upon 

his return to England, does not change throughout the remaining 

scenes of the third a n d  fourth acts. Richard displays periods of 

bravery and periods of dejection and finally meek submission to 

the power of Bolingbroke and his tremendous forces. The proud,
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regal, speech of Richard to Northumberland in the third scene of

the third act gives way to the submissive speech a few lines later#

Excerpts from these two speeches are given for comparison below*

King, [to Northumberland W e  are amaz'd*
To watch the fearful bending of thy knee,
Because we thought ourself thy lawful king.
And if we be, how dare thy joints forget 
To pay their awful duty to our presence?
If we be not, show us the hand of God 
That hath dismiss'd us from our stewardship;
For well we know no hand of blood and bone*
Can gripe the sacred handle of our septre,,
Uhless he do profane, steal, or usurp# # . # ,

(III, iii, 72-81)

King. What must the King do now? Must he submit?
The King shall do it# Must he be depos'd?
The King shall be contented# Must he lose 
The name of King? A God's name, let it gol 
I’ll give m y  jewels for a set of beads,
My gorgeous palace for a hermitage,
W  gay apparel for an almsman's gown,
My figur'd goblets for a dish of wood, 

septre for a palmer's walking staff,
My subjects for a pair of carved saints,
And my large kingdom for a little grave;
Or I'll be buried on the king's highway,
Some way of common trade, where subject's feet 
May hourly trample on their sovereign's head; » • • •

(III, iii, 143-157)

Shakespeare's depiction of the character of Richard begins to 

crystallize with the two passages quoted above. The proud, regal 

King of the first speech transforms to the meek, submissive King 

of the second speech. The problem of discovering Shakespeare's 

intention is somewhat difficult, but certain assumptions can be 

drawn from the drama which are consistent with the revealed nature 

of King Richard's character# Richard believes in the divine right
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of kings, and establishes his belief in his ascendancy above all 

other men both noble and common« Richard was anointed by the Church 

and firmly believes that he must not be deposed by human hand« Re 

has accepted the task of governing the English people from God at 

the moment of his anointment, and he is responsible to God alone 

for his actions« His subjects have no right but to submit to his 

rule as is seen in the first speech above when he demands that 

Northumberland pay homage to the King« Richard changes abruptly 

in the second quotation above from haughty regality to meek submission 

which seems to imply that the character of Richard is changeable* 

v The displays of emotion and self-pity seem to indicate that Shakes

peare saw in the character of the King elements of instability, but 

there is every indication that the dramatist intended to present 

emotional instability in time of great crisis rather than sustained 

mental disorder. Richard suffers a crushing defeat under the mighty 

arm of Bolingbroke, a n d  the stroke leaves him stunned not knowing 

which way to turn. Richard attempts to face his foes with courage 

in the first quotation above, but he knows that his fate has been 

decided previously by Bolingbroke and his faction. The hope ttet 

Henry will permit him to spend the rest of his days in a hermitage 

gives away to the stark realization that Henry can not and will not 

permit Richard to live. The hope gives way to utter despair, and 

Richard finds himself crushed by the insurrection knowing that 

he will be subjected to further gross indignities before he meets
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his ultimate fate* This fact is revealed in the last line of the 

quotation above* Richard states that there is nothing left for him 

but a small plot of ground in a public highway where the feet of 

his former subjects will tread upon his head in death as they were 

accustomed to do in life* ' There is an unmistakeable comparison 

between the fate of Richard and the fate of our Lord, Jesus Christ. 

Richard, however, discovers that he is a mere human and succumbs 

to the crushing tragedy of defeat.

The gardener scene which appearjs in the last scene of the

third act reveals another interesting facet in the character of

Richard. The gardener has been discussing the affairs of the state

and has been repremanded by the Queen. He replies as follows:

Card* pardon me, madam* Little joy have I 
To breathe this news* yet what I say is true.
King Richard, he is in the mighty hold 

Of Bolingbroke. Their fortunes both are weigh'd, 
m  your lord's scale is nothing but himself,
And some few vanities that make him lightj 
But in the balance of great Bolingbroke,
Besides himself, are all the English peers,
And with that odds he weighs King Richard down,
Post you to London, and you will find it so,
I speak no more than every one doth know, (1 1 1 , iv, 81- 9 1 )

Strength of character in Henry Bolingbroke is weighed against the

"light vanaties»» in the character, of Richard, but an even more

important revelation is made by the gardener. The commoners enter

into the judgment of Richard through the person of tte gardener.

He reveals the fact that Richard is deposed both by the consent of

the nobles and the commoners*

I
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The trial scene which has its setting in Westminster Hall 

again reveals the dual nature of the man, Richard plantagenet. 

ihe King corageously faces his accusers, but in the end submissively 

surrenders to Henry Lancaster. The famous self-accusation and self

deposition takes place in the first scene of the fourth act. The 

nobles, who are sitting in judgment against Richard, do not have 

the power of office to depose a king, since Richard has been anointed 

by the Church thereby receiving his sanction of office from God.

Kin^ Richard overcomes this obstacle o o n v i m t l y  for all concerned 

by deposing himself thereby si^plying the necessaiy requirement 

for deposition. Richard, the most noble of all Englishmen by his 

right of office, breaks his regal oaths and deposes himself. Richard, 

in the mirror scene, accuses himself of keeping an extravagant 

court and of committing many follies. There is real sorrow in the 

heart of Richard as he utters the following lines-

jjUch. Say that again.

The shadow of my sorrow? Hal let's seel 
*Tis very true, my grief lies all withinj 
And these external manners of laments 
Are merely shadows of the unseen grief 

ffiat swells with silence in the tortured soul.
There lies the substance; and I thank thee, king,
For thy great bounty that not only giv'st 
Me cause to wail, but teachest me the way 
How to lament the cause, i'll beg one boon, . . . .

• (XV* i 293-303^
There is more than remorse in the speech of Richard's,although he

may be feeling remorse for his mis-goveming. Remorse is overshadowed

by a deep sorrow; Richard has been condemned both by his nobles and

hi3 comnon subjects, and it is this rejection of the masses which
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The Bishop of Carlisle makes his appearance in the trial 

scene at Westminster. He is the only ally which Richard has. The 

Bishop defends Richard against his enemies and openly defies Henry 

in the following words*
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C a r . Would God that any in this noble presence 
Were enough noble to be upright judge 
Of noble Richard! then true noblesse would 
Learn him forebearance from so foul a wrong.
What subject can give sentence on his king?
And who sits here that is not Richard's subject?
Thieves are not judg'd but they are by to hear,
Although apparent guilt be seen in them;
And shall the figure of God's majesty, •
His captain, steward, deputy elect,
Anointed, crowned, planted many years,
Be judg'd by subject and inferior breath,
And he himself not present? o, forfend it God 
That, in a Christian climate, souls refin'd 
Should show so heinous, black, obscene a deedl 
I speak to subjects, and a subject speaks,
Stirr'd up by God, thus boldly for his king, 
liy lord of Hereford here, whom you call king,
Is a foul traitor to proud Hereford's king;
And if you crown him, let me prophesy,
The blood of English shall manure the ground 
And future ages groan far this foul act; . . . .

(IV, i, 117-138)

These words speak for themselvesi The Bishop of Carlisle is not 

afraid to face Bolingbroke and his m o b  and call them all traitors. 

John of Gaunt is said to be the voice of l&iglish nationalism, but 

in the speech quoted above the Bishop of Carlisle emerges as the 

spirit of English political thought in respect to monarchy. Much 

more must be said about this famous speech, since the Bishop of 

Carlisle mentions on two occasions that Richard is not present at 

his own trial. Shakespeare took the speech from his source material,
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and made it fit his plot by having Richard brought in the trial 

room after the speech given by Carlisle. The charges which the 

Bishop makes have greater historical significance, since many 

historians assume that Richard was never present as a witness at

his own trial. This fact is discussed later in the historical 

section of this thesis*

The meeting of Richard a n d  his Queen does not shed much 

light on the character of the deposed king, but there is some in

dication that he is gaining back some of his composure even though 

the Queen berates Richard for not striking back at his oppressors. 

Richard does strike back at Northumberland a n d  indicts him for his 

part in the revolution and the deposition. Richard utters the

malediction that Northumberland will turn on his present benefactor 

in a few short years.

There is an indication that Shakespeare intended to present 

indecision as the character trait ishich caused Richard to lose his 

crown as the last scene of the fifth act testifies, but extenuating 

circumstances certainly played their part. The tragic flaw of in

decision coupled w i t h  the Elizabethan idea of the »wheel of Fortune- 

cause Richard to be deposed by his cousin, Henry Bolingbroke. The 

fight to remain monarch is an impossible battle for Richard, who 

realizes this fact soon after his return to England from Ireland. 

Richard is deeply hurt that all his subjects both noble and common 

turn against him, and his spirit is broken when he is captured by
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Henry Bolingbroke. Richard seems to resign himself to his fate

after his capture and this fact is difficult to understand, but

Shakespeare offers the following explaination to the state of mind

of the King after he suffers defeat?

King« Thus play I in one person many people,
And none contented, sometimes am I king*
Then treasons make me wish myself beggar,
And so I am. Then crushing penury 
Persuades me j was better when king;
Then am I king'd again; and by-and-by 
Think that I am unking'd by Bolingbroke,
And straight am nothing. But whate'er I be,
Nor I, nor any man that but man is,

With nothing shall be pleas'd till he be eas'd 
With being nothing, (v, v, 31-41)

Shakespeare seems to imply that Richard is t o m  by indecision which 

revolves around the problem of being or not being King. Richard 

cannot decide whether he should fight or capitulate to Bolingbroke, 

because he cannot decide whether he really wants to be King or not.

William Shakespeare establishes the heroic quality of . 

Richard's character in the final act of the drama when the deposed 

Richard, suspecting that he is about to be poisoned, grabs a sword 

from one of the guards and heroically fi^its to the death with the 

treacherous knight, piers Extpn. Richard, in death, regains all 

the honor which he had lost in life. Shakespeare proves that 

whatever Richard may have lacked in character he did not lack 

bravery. Richard dies bravely in the tradition of aiglish kings.
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DRAMATIC FORCES AGAINST RICHARD

The forces which oppose King Richard in the drama of 

Shakespeare are fewer in number than those which the King had to 

face in real life, it is necessary to qualify this statement, 

because the reader will assert immediately that the nobles as well 

as the cannons turned against King Richard in the drama, and this 

constitutes a complete whole. The major forces against Richard are 

not revealed in the drama; however, the actions of the nobility 

prior to the opening scenes of the play have definite bearings on 

the ultimate outcome of the plot against the English crown and 

King Richard. The majority of the nobles desired a weak king 

ruled by a parliament, which, in turn, was controlled by a strong 

nobility. History indicates that John of Gaunt may have had designs 

on the English crown, and it is established with certainty that the 

Duke of Gloucester attempted to overthrow the government of Richard 

and claim the regency for himself, but Gloucester was checked in 

his ultimate ambition since John of Gaunt had a better claim to the 

throne.

It is necessary to mention some of the forces at work against 

Richard, but the complete discussion relating to the identification 

and the nature of these forces must be reserved for the historical 

section of the thesis. Feudalism and medievalism, which set the
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patterns of English social and political life since the Norman 

Conquest, met powerful opposing forces in the upheaveals of the 

fourteenth century, Shakespeare attempts to identify the total of 

all the forces working against Richard in the revolutionary person

ality of Henry Bolingbroke. It must be remembered that social as 

well as political forces are not the embodiment of abstract ideas, 

but such forces originate in the minds of men and affect society 

in proportion to their total influence upon the minds of men. Thus, 

the Black Death, the Hundred Y e a r’s War, the death of Edward m ,  

and the decay of feudal society in fourteenth century England are 

contributive causes to the final deposition of Richard, but no 

single one of these can be identified as the ultimate cause for 

the downfall of Richard and his government*

Shakespeare did not choose to present the entire life of 

Richard when he wrote his drama tut rather chose the very last years 

of the controversial monarch’s reign. The youth of Richard, the 

many intrigues against the crown led by Gloucester, the unrest of 

the peasants and their demands for more freedom, and the spreading 

of propaganda against Richard by factious nobles are all slighted 

or not even mentioned in the drama of Shakespeare, although there 

are hints of each in certain lines. The political significance of 

these prior events are definitely not revealed in the light of 

their historical importance in the Shakespearean drama,

John of Gaunt is introduced in the first scene of the first 

act, and Shakespeare assigns the Duke of Lancaster to a unique
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position in the drama. Lancaster is not one of the revolutionists 

plotting to overthrow the government of Richard, but, conversely, 

Gaunt is the embodiment of English patriotic pride which is or 

becomes an identifiable force working toward the destruction of 

Richard. England loses prestige because Richard chooses to lead 

the English army against Ireland rather than against the traditional 

enemy, France. The Duke of Lancaster, John of Gaunt, is not an 

active revolutionist, but it is through his speeches that sympathy 

is gained for the cause of Henry Bolingbroke. Gaunt is important 

in the drama of Shakespeare, because he assumes the dual role of 

upholding English monarchy and, on the other hand, molding popular 

opinion, unwittingly, against Richard and in favor of his own son, 

Henry.

John of Gaunt indites Richard for the death of his brother, 

the Duke of Gloucester, in the second scene of the first act. It 

is the mention of this deed without the circumstances surrounding 

the murder that sways popular sentiment away from Richard and toward 

Henry Bolingbroke. indirectly John of Gaunt becomes a force of 

great power against Richard in the drama of Shakespeare. it is in 

the act and scene mentioned above that the Duchess of Gloucester 

openly expresses her revolutionary attitude in her conversation 

with John of Gaunt thereby adding the conclusion to Gaunt’s 

indictment. Revolution is necessary and the government of Richard 

must be overthrown. The quotation below reveals the attitude of
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the Duchess of Gloucester:

Duch# • « • » • • • i t  Thou dost consent 
In some large measure to thy father’s death 
In that thou seest thy wretched brother die,
Who was the model of thy father’s life.

In suff »ring thus thy borther to b e  slaught’red 
Thou showest the naked pathway to thy life,
Teaching stern murder how to butcher thee.
That which in mean men we entitle patience 
is pale cold cowardice in noble breasts.
What shall I say? To safeguard thine own life.
The best way is to venge my Gloucester’s death. (I, ii, 25-36)

The Duchess of Gloucester reminds Gaunt that his life may be in

danger but the lines above have a double meaning. The Duchess

implies that Gaunt may kill himself, the embodiment of English

nationalism, by refusing to take a definite stand against King

Richard.

Henry Bolingbroke is the embodiment of the major forces 

working toward the complete destruction of King Richard. The 

speech which Henry makes in the first scene of the first act becomes 

intelligible after the conversation between Gaunt and the Duchess 

in the second scene of the same act. Henry accuses Thomas Mowbray 

of killing the Duke of Gloucester and continues by stating that he 

will avenge the death of his noble uncle in the opening scene of 

the first act. It can b e  assumed that Henry knows tint Richard 

is the real murderer even though he may suspect that Mowbray could 

have been the actual instrument. Henry, therefore, establishes 

himself as the avenger and assumes the role of the major force 

against King Richard.
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The third scene of the first act presents more material for 

the revolutionary cause, popular sentiment is again turned against 

Richard by the speeches of both John of Gaunt and Henry Bolingbroke. 

Proof of this turn of popular sentiment is revealed in the scene 

depicting the departure of Henry from England. Sympathy is gained 

for Henry by the somewhat melodramatic parting between Gaunt and 

Bolingbroke in scene three of the first act when Gaunt solicits such 

sympathy by stating that he will be dead before his son returns from 

exile. The following excerpts, which are taken from the speeches 

of John of Gaunt and Henry, reveal the melodramatic effect as well 

as the undercurrents:

Gaunt. . . . .  ...............

There is no virtue like necessity.*
Think not the King did banish thee,

But thou the Kuig. Woe doth the heavier sit 
Where it perceives it is but faintly borne.
Go, say I sent thee forth to purchase honor,
And not, the King exil’d thee; or suppose
Devouring pestilence hahgs in our air
And thou art flying to a fresher clime.
look, what thy soul holds dear, imagine it
To lie that way thou goest, not whence thou com’st.
Suppose the singing birds musicians,

The grass whereon thou tread*st the presence strow’d,
The flowers fair ladies, «nd thy steps no more 
Than a delightful measure or a dance;
For gnarling sorrow hath less power to bite 
The man that mocks at it and sets it light.
Boling, o, "«ho can hold a fire in his tend 
By thinking on the frosty Caucasus?
Or cloy the hungry edge of appetite 
By bare imagination of a feast?
Or wallow naked in December snow 

By thinking on fantastic sumner’s heat?
0, not The apprehension of the good 
Gives but the greater feeling to the worse.
Fell sorrow*s tooth doth never rankle more
Than when he bites, but lanceth not the sore.(l, iii, 278-303)
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Sympathy is created by the above speeches for both John of Gaunt 

and Henry Bolingbroke, but much more is implied by Shakespeare's 

precise choice of words. Gaunt suggests it and Henry seriously 

considers banishing the King, and, in exile, Henry does think about 

the pestilence which is hanging over the fair islands of England 

and decides to become the instrument which will combat the pestilence 

which Richard has brought to his beloved homeland. Henry considers 

purchasing personal honor in his exile by raising a force and re

turning to England.

Some of the hatred which Bolingbroke bears in his breast 

against the King is revealed in the reply which Henry makes to 

Richard after the former remits four years of penny's banishment.

Boling. How long a time lies in one little wordl
Four lagging winters and four vranton springs
End in a word, such is the breath of kings, (i, iii, 213-215)

John of Gaunt, sensing the sarcasm in the words of his son, thanks 

Richard for the remittance, but he continues with the lines which 

again have the effect of gaining sympathy both for Henry and for 

himself when he states that his inch of taper will be burned out 

before his son again returns to England. John of Gaunt predicts 

his own death, and this has the effect of making the banishment 

seem intolerable and extremely cruel. Richard again loses support 

and Henry gains.

The last scene of the first act reveals the potential power 

of the Duke of Hereford, Henry Bolingbroke, which later becomes an 

actual power leading to the downfall of Richard. Richard sends
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Aumerle to conduct Henry safely to the border and learns from Aumerle

upon his return that Henry has the support of the common people*

King» He is our cousin, cousin; but 'tis doubt,
Whether our kinsman come to see his friaids.
Ourself and Bushy, Bagot here, and Green 
Observ'd his courtship to the common people;
How he did seem to dive into their hearts 
With humble a n d  familiar courtesy;
What reverence he did throw away on slaves,
Wooing poor craftsmen with the craft of smiles 
And patient underbearing of his fortune,
As »twere to banish their affects with him.
Off goes his bonnet to an oyster-wench;
A brace of draymen bid God speed him well 
And had the tribute of his supple knee,
With 'Thanks, my countrymen, my loving friends'*
As were our England in reversion his,
And he our subjects' next degree in hope. (I, iv, 19-36) 

Richard identifies the tremendous force working against him as the 

person of Bolingbroke, and he correctly assumes that Henry is 

capable of winning the common man to his cause thereby creating 

a tremendous force which Richard will be unable to combat.

The first scene of the second act confirms the fact that 

John of Gaunt is a positive force working against Richard even 

though he does not desire to lead a revolt against his King. John 

of Gaunt is the embodiment of English national pride; he speaks not

only for himself but for all the people of England, also. He is 

England personified. Karl j. Holzkneeht emphasizes this fact in his 

book, The Backgrounds of Shakespeare's plays*

Shakespeare's acceptance of current political thought was 
much broader than mere political conservatism. His reasons, 
if he formulated them, were patriotic. Nowhere are Shakespeare's 
deep-rooted love of his country and his affectionate confidence 
in its people more clearly seen than in his treatment of his
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English kings and their relations with their subjects. Seldom 
is the monarch of the title the hero of the piece, instead, 
the role of hero is taken by someone like Talbot or "the good 
Duke Humphrey« 0r the Bastard paulconbridge —  bluff, valorous, 
true born Englishmen», as British as beef and beer, who are 

a b l e i n  their loyalty to their land to put aside every lesser 
consideration and to overlook human error, even crime, in the

John of Gaunt can be placed in the same category with such heroes

as Talbot and Humphrey, but, although he will not join in opposition

to his king, he remains a powerful factor of opposition since by his

speeches and his actions he arouses other man to action even though

John of Gaunt does not intend such actions on the part of others.

John of Gaunt dies in the second act. The patriotic speech

which Gaunt utters on his deathbed establishes the fact that the

old Duke of Lancaster is in reality the embodiment of English

patriotism and national pride.

Gaunt. . . . . .  . .  ...........................  (

This royal throne of kings, this scept'red isle,
This earth of majesty, this seat of M&rs,
This other Eden, demi-paradise,
This fortress built by Mature for herself 
Against infection and the hand of war,
This happy breed of men, this little world,
This precious stone set in the silver sea,
Which serves it in the office of a wall,
Or as a moat defensive to a house,
Against the envy of less happier lands;

This blessed plot, this earth, this realm, this England,
This nurse, this teeming womb of royal kings,
Fear'd by their breed and famous by their birth,
Renowned for their deeds as far from home,

Karl j. Holzknecht, The Backgrounds of Shakespeare's plavs 
(New York; American Book Company, 1950), pi. 305.------- ------------- —
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For Christian service and true chivalry,
As is the sepulchre in stubborn Jewry 
Of the world’s ransom, blessed Mary’s son;
This land of such dear souls, this dear dear land,
Dear for her reputation through the world,
Is now leas'd out (I die pronouncing it)
Like to a tenement or pelting farm.
England, bound in with the triumphant sea,
Whose rocky shores beats back the envious siege 
Of w a t’ry Neptune, is now bound in with shame,
With inky blots and rotten parchment bonds.
That England what was wont to conquer others
Hath made a shameful conquest of itself . . . . (Il,i, 46-66)

John of G a m t ,  the personification of the spirit of England, indites 

Richard for his bad government and becomes, through this accusation, 

the ultimate force which Richard has to face and the force which 

causes the downfall of the King. It must be remembered that in the 

drama of Shakespeare John of Gaunt is not a revolutionary in the 

active sense of the word, nor does he consciously recommend revolution 

as a means toward better government. John of Gaunt personifies the 

sum total of all Englishmen who are suffering under mis-rule, and, 

as such, he is compelled to condemn Richard and his government.

Neither John of Gaunt in the drama nor william Shakespeare condone 

the idea of revolution as a means toward better government, and yet, 

the words of Gaunt set the stage for the insurrection of Henry*

John of Gaunt is a paradox but one which every Englishman can under

stand. The English realize tint some kings may be bad, but r e v o l

ution is not the solution to better government.

John of Gaunt dies and Richard seizes the Lancastrian 

estates so that he may have sufficient funds to further his Irish
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campaign, Richard cannot be forgiven for this cruel act in the 

drama since the extenuating circumstances are not presented in 

their historical context. Historical accounts of Richard»s seizure 

of the Lancastrian estates have different significance. Richard 

was compelled to gain control of the vast estates in order to 

prevent Henry Bolingbroke, the heir to his fatter's lands and power

ful title, from becoming the most powerful baron in England. Had 

Richard permitted the Lancastrian estates to pass to Henry then 

Henry would have had sufficient power and wealth to withstand 

Richard. Richard actually seized the Lancastrian estates to 

protect himself and England from Henry, and the latter, it must 

be remembered, was declared a traitor and banished from Qagland.

Henry's potential threat becomes a reality when Bolingbroke 

learns that Richard has left England for Ireland. Henry Bolingbroke 

gathers an invading force and ships furnished by the Duke of Britain 

and lands his forces at Ravenspurgh. prior to this invasion Henry 

gained the support of Rainold Lord Cobham, the Archbishop of 

Canterbury, sir Thomas Erpingham, sir John Rams ton, Sir John 

Norbery, sir Robert Waterton and Francis Quoint not to mention the 

men and ships supplied by the French Duke of Britain. The second 

scene of the second act reveals other supporters whom Henry gained 

through desertion. Green relates to the Queen that Lord Northumber

land and Henry percy along with the Lords of Ross, Beaumond, and 

Willoughby have all fled to join forces with Bolingbroke. North
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umberland is a positive force working against Richard, but he is 

also a potential threat to Henry if the latter should break his 

promise and decide to take more than the Lancastrian ancestral 

lands. The position which Northumberland assumes in the plot 

against Richard is clouded with dubious intent on the part of 

Northumberland in the Shakespearean drama. It certainly must have 

been clear to the Earl of Northumberland that Henry did intend to 

usurp the throne after Richard was captured, but contrary to his 

former threats Northumberland, permits Henry to proceed with his 

plans. Northumberland even assumes a leading position in the de

position of Richard after there was no doubt of Henry«s intent. 

Northumberland bad previously warned Henry that he would oppose 

any force which attempted to depose the rightful ruler, but the 

Earl of Northumberland becomes chief prosecutor in Richard's 

trial.

The final force working against Richard is desertion due 

to misunderstanding. Richard learns that the welsh army, his only 

hope of opposing Bolingbroke and always loyal to King Richard, has 

dispersed because they had thought their King to be dead. The 

Welsh captain reveals the couplete loss of Richard's supporting 

army in the following words:

Welsh, lay Lord of Salisbury, we have stay'd ten days
And hardly kept our countrymen together,
And yet we hear no tidings from the King.
Therefore we will disperse ourselves. Farewell, ( u ,  iVj l_4 )
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Richard returns to England to discover that the last vestiges 

of his powerful Welsh army have dispersed, a n d  he is left with no 

means of defending his realm. Richard retires to Flint castle with 

his companion, Aumerle, to await his fate.

The Duke of York, u n d e  of Richard and son of Edward III, 

was left to guard the kingdom while Richard went to Ireland. The 

character of this man is difficult to explain, but he can be 

identified with the forces opposing Richard. The Duke offers no 

real opposition to Bolingbroke. York is either weak or a realist 

who recognizes the fact that opposition to Henry would be futile.

The Duke of York proves himself to be more of an opportunist than 

realist when he reveals himself as the supporter of the King 

regardless of how such a monarch may have obtained the crown in 

the latter part of the Shakespearean drama. York defects to the 

side of Henry of Lancaster and later proves himself loyal to the 

new King by informing Henry of a plot against his life even though 

the son of the Duke of York, Aumerle, is involved in the plot.

The Duke of York is a minor character in the drama, and it can be 

assumed that his role in opposition to Richard is also minor.

Henry could have gained the English crown without the support of

the Duke of York.



CHAPTER IV

THE DRAMATIC ISSUES OF THE PLAY

The drama, The Tragedy of King Richard the Second, was 

written in a period of English history in which there was a surge 

of national pride following the defeat of the Spanish Armada. The 

English realized that they were becoming a formidable power in 

Europe, and they looked upon their recent victory over the Spanish 

much in the same manner as the subjects of Richard viewed the 

glorious victories which Edward m  had gained over the French.

The defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588 led to an interest in 

English history both past and present, and great emphasis was 

placed on the lives of past English kings. This interest is u n d e r

standable, because there is always a surge of national pride after 

a glorious victory.

The sixteenth century English writers discovered a great 

public demand for literature dealing with English history, and the 

historical dramas of William Shakespeare are the direct result of 

public interest and demand. Karl Holzknecht makes the following 

observations in respect to this particular age in English literature.

The «history" — ■ or chronicle play, as it was most frequently 
called • was entirely of English growth and distinctly Elizabethan 
type. Nothing 3ike it had appeared in the drama of any other 
country, and, though it had roots in the morality play, the 
xolk festival, and the ballad, the history play owed little to 
any literary antecedents. Dramatically, it was a hybrid, con
structed more or less loosly of elements containing both tragedy 
and comedy an eye-filling pageant, a dramatic tapestry of rich
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colors of light and shade, in spirit, it was of the people 
and for the people, telling the Elizabethans what they wanted 
to hear about the English past, m  short, it was one of the 
popular by-products of that tide of patriotic enthusiasm which 
united all England when the tight little island and its queen 
met the challenge of the Spanish Armada. In the chronicle 
play, the Elizabethan groundling basked in a reflected glory 
and rejoiced that he was an Englishman. 1

The paragraph quoted above is a comprehensive evaluation of Elizabethan

literature, especially the drama of Shakespeare, which is classified

as historical.

The Shakespearean play, The Tragedy of Ring Richard the 

Second, reveals more than mere character study of King Richard or 

his successor, Henry Bolingbroke. There is a definite political 

philosophy which rev «sals itself in and between the lines of the 

drama which neither totally oondemns Richard nor wholly justifies 

the actions of Henry. Shakespeare did not intend to write a drama 

which justified revolution as a means of righting wrongs. The 

Tudor kings and queens of the sixteenth century as well as the 

chroniclers and historical playwrights recognized the fact that 

the well-being of the English state depended upon the laws of 

rightful succession. The English king occupied the position of 

God« s appointed steward, and the subjects of the realm owed their 

allegiance to their monarch, who, in turn, was responsible to God 

for his stewardship. Holzknecht again evaluates this particular

Karl j. Holzknecht, The Backgrounds of Shakespeare’s plays 
(New York. American Book Company, 1950), p, 294. -----------
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political philosophy in the statement which follows: "The king 

ruled as well as reigned, if he followed wise council and was 

strong, peace was preserved and his people prospered; if he was 

weak or evil, then he and his land suffered*» The statement above 

can be related directly to the political philosophy of the 

Elizabethan as well as to the actual character of Richard II as he 

appears in the drama of Shakespeare. Richard does not follow good 

council and he is weak so his kingdom suffers, but this certainly 

is not the entire dramatic issue of the play.

The drama, The Tragedy of Ring Richard the Second, revolves 

around the personal lives of Richard and Henry; the main issue of 

the play is the downfall of Richard and the rise of Henry to power, 

but the mere historical events revolving around the deposition of 

Richard and the usurpation of the throne by Henry again are not 

the complete issues. Both the deposition and the usurpation 

assume added significance in the drama of Shakespeare. Richard 

can be condemned for his tyrannical self-rule and for his weakness 

of character. Henry can be praised for his strength of character 

and for his desire to right the wrongs which England suffers under 

the rule of Richard, but neither the deposition of Richard nor the 

usurpation of the throne by Henry are justified by the principal I

I ' -------------------------- —
Ibid., p. 300.
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issues which Shakespeare reveals in the drama*

The principal issues of the play must be identified, and 

these are revealed in contrast by John of Gaunt and the Bishop of 

Carlisle* John of Gaunt speaks for the English people warning 

them that England can be destroyed by mis-rule, but, he admonishes, 

Richard is the duly appointed deputy of God. John of Gaunt becomes 

the personification of England in the drama of Shakespeare, and it 

is through his speeches that the general welfare of the English 

state is presented as the thing most important in government. Bishop 

Carlisle defends Richard in his speeches and reveals a contrast of 

political thought in the drama, but his viewpoints, when analysed 

closely, actually supplement the philosophy of John of Gaunt and 

combine to form a complete political philosophy, which, in turn, 

is the revealed political philosophy of ?jilliam Shakespeare and 

Elizabethan England. The Bishop of Carlisle in his defense of 

Richard establishes the fact that the subjects of a king do not 

have the right to judge their king who is appointed by God to 

be their master on earth. Holzkneeht again establishes this point 

in the words which follow* «Nevertheless, Bolingbroke and the other 

rebels in Shakespeare made a serious mistake which every loyal member

of the Elizabethan audience would be quick to recognize__that of

assuming the right of judging and correcting a sovereign. 1 I

I ---------------------------- — ----
Ibid., p. 301.



66

John of Gaunt and the Bishop of Carlisle combine in political 

thought to present a picture of English pride and patriotism linked 

xvith English law and political philosophy. Gaunt is the secular 

man who is interested in the inherent rights of Englishmen, and as 

an Englishman, he recognizes the fact that England can be destroyed 

by a king such as Richard II. Carlisle is the religious man who 

recognizes the fact that a kingship has supernatural significance, 

and, as such, it is beyond the jurisdiction of common man to judge 

a king whose ultimate power is derived from God. The Bishop of 

Carlisle recognizes the danger both to England and to final 

authority if subjects be permitted to judge their monarch and depose 

him at will. Gaunt, therefore, upholds the rights and honor of the 

English people; whereas, the Bishop of Carlisle upholds the rights, 

honor, and dignity of English kings. This, then, is combined by 

Shakespeare in the drama to form a complete Elizabethan political 

philosophy«

The character study of King Richard as it is revealed in 

the drama is the product of Shakespeare's research as well as the 

inventions of his fertile mind. Although the character of Richard 

may deviate from historical fact, it is, nevertheless, the work of 

genius and compares favorably with the comprehensive studies which 

he makes of Hamlet and Lady Jjfacbeth. The drama, The Tragedy of Ring 

Richard the Second, is an involved study relating to the nature of

man including both the philosophical and psylogical. Richard is torn
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by indecisions; when he finally does make his mind the choice 

is usually the wrong one. The character of Richard reveals itself 

completely after he returns to England from Ireland and attempts 

to stop the revolt led by Henry Bolingbroke. Richard is unable to 

decide whether he should stand and fight or weakly submit to the 

usurper. His decisions vacillate with each new report of support 

or desertion, and he grasps at straws hoping that perhaps there 

are still a few loyal subjects who will help him save his crumbling 

kingdom. Richard is finally brought to the realization of the 

futility of hope since his last vestige of support, the welsh army, 

has deserted. The King then indulges in self-pity revealing the 

damning trait of weakness which no English king should ever display.

William Shakespeare, however, does not permit an English 

king to die an ignominious death; Richard reveals the true blood 

of the plantagenets when he meets piers Exton and the other 

assassins. The tide turns for Richard, and however much Richard 

m a y  be condemned for his tyranny and weakness he must be admired 

for the brave manner in utiiich he meets his end. Elizabethan 

philosophy and William Shakespeare combine to reveal the final 

point of sixteenth century thought. Richard may have been a bad 

king, but he died bravely in the tradition of English kings.

Richard must be admired even though his bad government is criticised.

The principal issues of the drama can be summed up in the 

quotation below which appears in Holzknecht»s book, The Backgrounds
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of Shakespeare’s Plays, and which is taken directly from Grafton»s 

Chronicle*

Kings may learn to depend upon God and acknowledge his govern
ance in their protection* the nobility may read the true honor 
of their ancestors* the Ecclesiastical state may learn to abhor 
traitorous practices and indignities done against kings • • * 
high and low may shun rebellions by their dreadful effects, and 
beware how they attempt against right, how unable soever the 
person be that beareth itj we all may be warned to thank God 
for the most virtuous, wise, and peaceable government that we 
now enjoy in comparison of terrible times heretoforej each man 
may have a glass to see things past, whereby to judge justly 
of things present and wisely of things to oorne. . . . Men of 
elder honor may learn not to deface their forefathers' praise: 
the newer sort may seek to bring light and dignity to their 
houses* and finally all men, in seeing the course of God's 
doings, may learn to dread his judgements and love his pro
vidence: may see how good doings be defended, evil doings and 
wrongs revenged, blood with blood, violence with violence, 
injuries with miseries, and so grow into an affection to give 
each matter his right judgment, to each superior his right 
duty, to each other that which justice and charity willeth . . 0

This paragraph was written presumably by Thomas Norton in Grafton's

A Chronicle at Large and Mere History of the Affairs of England

(1$69)» Thomas Norton enumerates the purposes of the chronicle in

the above passage, but these purposes are not dissimilar to the

purposes and intents of the historical dramatists. Thomas Norton

continues his discussion by asserting that the historical drama

assumes a position similar to the old morality plays. Historical

drama not only reveals the glories and follies of the past, but it

serves hs an admonition for the present also. Elizabeth I had no 1

1 Ibid., pp. 296-297.
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heirs, and it seemed very possible that the English crown would 

be disputed after her death. The political philosopher warned 

the English people not to rise up in arms and destroy the glorious 

traditions of the past as well as England through interneetine 

strife. The admonitions such as are found in Grafton« s chronicle 

became the political philosophy of the age, and such warnings are 

found, in a less obvious manner, in the Elizabethan historical 

dramas. The contemporaries of Shakespeare dreaded a disputed 

succession and a renewal of civil war which would do more damage 

to England than any former foreign engagement. The embodiment of 

these ideas are reflected in Shakespeare's, The Tragedy of King 

Richard the Second.

The principal issues of Shakespeare's drama, The Tragedy 

of King Richard the Second, can now be sunmarized as interest in 

the past history of England and a feeling of patriotism following 

the defeat of the Spanish Armada combined with a warning against 

internal strife and dissentions which would weaken and ultimately 

destroy England. The character of Richard II as Shakespeare 

developed it is an expression of the pride and fears of the 

Elizabethan Age*



CHAPTER V

HISTORICAL ACCOUNTS OF KING RICHARD'S REIGN

No other period in history is as clouded by ambiguities 

and propaganda as that which concerns itself with internal disorder 

and civil strife, it is relatively easy to arrive at historically 

accurate conclusions when studying the accounts written by enemy 

nations, but it is very difficult to separate propaganda from fact 

when investigating accounts written about civil strife within a 

nation especially if such dissention ends in revolution and a com

plete overthrow of the government. Fourteenth century England pre

sents such a problem in historical research since the House of 

Lancaster usurped the throne and found it necessary to justify its 

actions so that the direct succession of kings could not be dis

puted after the death of Henry Bolingbroke and thus lead to further 

civil strife.

Richard the Second was born at three o'clock on Wednesday, 

January 6, 1367, in the English province of Bordeaux. He was the 

son of Edward of Woodstock, the Black prince, and princess Joan, 

the former wife of sir Thomas Holland. Edward m  of England was 

regent and head of the House of plantagenet at the time of Richard's 

birth; the Black prince was prince of Wales and heir-apparent to 

the English throne, and, it must be established, the national hero 

of England and the flower of English chivalry.
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Edward of Angouleme, an older brother of Richard's, died 

suddenly in 1371 leaving the prospect of becoming heir to the English 

throne to the young Richard of Bordeaux*

The fame of his father, the Black Prince, was to serve as 

a major impediment to the young Richard in the years to follow.

Harold F* Hutchison makes the following statements in respect to 

the father of Richard in his book, The Hollow Crown«

The fame of Richard's father as a brilliant soldier and 
knight was even wider than Christendom. He was celebrated 
not only for his personal bravery and successful generalship 
but for his lavish and chivalrous hospitality to captive kings 
and barons, and, although the unemotional judgment of history 
has dimmed the eyes of his contemporarits he was all that 
Froissart wrote of him. His fame was a measuring rod by which 
his son was to b e  judged by many critics, and found sadly 
lacking. i

The Fair Maid of Kent, princess Joan, returned to England 

with her infant son, Richard, in 1371, but foreboding gloom was 

already hanging over the royal plantagenet household. King Edward 

the Third had reached an age of senility and was slowly dying, and 

the Black Prince, who had been infected with a type of dysentary 

on his last Spanish campaign, was slowly and painfully coming to 

his end. Both Edward m  and the Black prince had established pre

cedents in England which the succeeding ruler would have to meet 

if he was to have the support of the nobles as well as the common 

people.

Harold F* Hutchison, The Hollow Crown (New yorkt The John 
D a y  Conpany, 1961), p. 4«
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Harold Hutchison reveals the internal political status of 

England during the latter period of Edward Ill's reign in the 

paragraph that follows*

The old King, whose earlier years had given Froissart some of 
his most enthusiastic and colorful pages, was now dominated by 
his mistress, Alice perrers, who was formidable enough even to 
overawe the King's judges, outside the intimate royal circle, 
effective power was in the hands of John of Gaunt, Duke of 
Lancaster, whose motives and ambitions were already suspect.
The church was under attack from both lay and clerical critics, 
and in danger from baronial jealousy of its status and privileges. 
The Najera campaign had brought no substantial gains, and
Edward's claim to the throne of prance was as far from realization 
as ever.

The historical picture which Hutchison presents is one of impending

internal disorder #iich the young Richard of Bordeaux would inherit

in a few short years, but England did not recognize this disorder

at the time and was basking in the glory of famous victories won

by Edward III and the Black prince.

The Good parliament which convened in the spring of 1376

revealed some of the major problems which Richard later inherited.

Peter de la Mare proposed the following in the parliament of 1376j

Before he would pledge his friends to give their wealth, he 
demanded three things: that t h e  King should 'live of his own», 
that the 'staple' Qfhich canalized the wool-trade through one 
outlet to the looms of plander^should be restored to Calais, 
and that two fraudulent officers of the crown should be 
punished and the King's mistress dismissed. 2

De la Mare represented moneyed interests in the House of commonsj 

an interest which even the powerful baronial lords could not over-
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look. The demands which the speaker of the House of Commons made 

at this session of parliament were not unreasonable but rather de- 

sireable under the circumstances, but they have added significance 

since Richard was later requested to »live on his own* when the 

powerful baronial factions controlling parliament attempted to 

regulate the power of the king, peter de la Mare won his proposed 

legislation in parliament thereby setting a precedent which was 

later used against Richard.

The Black prince died on June 8, 1 3 7 6 , while the Good 

Parliament was still in session, and on June 25, 1376, Richard was 

X bro'ight to Parliament so that he could be honored as heir-apparent 

to the crown. Edward m  recognized Richard as the rightful heir 

and John of Gaunt did not raise a n y  objections to the creation 

of Richard as prince of Wales, Duke of Cornwall, and Earl of Chester. 

It can be presumed at this point that the Duke of Lancaster would 

have furthered his own claims to the crown if such were legitimate,

but none were brought foreward by the Lancastrian faction at this 

time.

Edward III died in Sheen palace on Sunday, June 21, 1377, 

and Richard, a boy of ten years old, became regent of England and 

heir to the Plantagenet claims in France which included the claim 

to the throne of France, a  Continual Council, which was to serve 

as the Council of Regency, was established after Richard’s coronation. 

The Council consisted of the following members, but the exclusions
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are more significant than the inclusions-

Gaunt and both his brothers— Edmund of Langley, Earl of Cambridge 
and future Duke of York, and Thomas of Woodstock, Earl of Bucking
ham and future Duke of Gloucester— were excluded, but Gaunt's 
influence was represented in the person of his Chancellor the 
Bishop of Salisbury, and at first by his friend Lord Latimer.
The Earl of Cambridge was represented by Richard Fitzalan, Earl 
of Arundel, and the Earl of Buckingham by Courtenay, Bishop of 
Ipndon. The Queen Mother was represented by Lord Cobham, and 
Edmund Mortimer, Earl of March, was included presumably because 
he had married Gaunt's elder brother Lionel's daughter philippa, 
and was therefore father to the heir presumptive if strict 
heredity were to be followed*

It is to be noted that the major baronial factions were not included 

in the Council, but each faction was ably represented by competent 

members. This Council was to serve as the Board of Regency for 

England during the minority of Richard.

Richard inherited international as well as national problems 

when he ascended the throne of England, prance and England were 

engaged in the Hundred year's war which had almost undermined the 

economy of both countries. The historian, sir Charles William 

Chadwick Oman, writing about Richard's coronation, reveals the 

troubled status of England.

m  the year of Richard's accession the naval war had 
reached an absolutely disastrous stage. The very voyage from 
Dover to Calais was perilous j the Boulogne privateers had been 
capturing English vessels only a few bowshots outside Calais 
harbour. ^

The successor to the English Crown and the plantagenet claims in 

France was a mere boy incapable of solving threatening national 1 2

1Ibid., p. 26.

2
Sir Charles william Chadwick Oman, The History of England 

(London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1910), pp. 5-6. -------------
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and international problems*

The Great plague, which is known in history as the Black 

Death, was another contributing factor to the breakdown of the 

ancient plantagenet program of restoring inherited power of the 

English Crown overseas* The decimation of population by the plague 

not only weakened England militarily but also socially and economically, 

and,,eventually, politically. The plague and its aftermath caused 

a demand for labor, and the villein found himself in a unique 

position in medieval societyj his services were in demand so the 

peasant discovered the power of bargaining. The demand for labor 

led to the eventual breakdown of the manorial system and placed 

the villein in a position to demand civil rights, but neither the 

manorial system nor the status of the villein was to change during 

the reign of Richard. Demands for greater rights by the villein 

coupled with a slow rise of English as the national language, a 

passing appetite for equality and a demand for recognition led to 

the eventual downfall of Edward Ill's p r o g m  of extending English 

power on the continent* Each of the facto,rs mentioned above con

tributed to the unrest which eventually led to the revolution 

during the reign of Richard n ,  but the revolutionist, Henry IV, 

changed neither the manorial system nor the status of the villein 

in his reign.

The peasant's Revolt, a by-product of the Plague, the attacks 

on the clergy by Wycliffe and Ball, and an awakening of a sense of
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Individual rights in the common man, broke out in full fury on May 

30, 1381, The peasants led by Wat Tyler revolted and demanded 

their freedom* The notorious Third Poll Tax, agreed upon by parlia

ment at Northampton in 1380, left London in a turmoil, but it can 

be argued that the tax was merely the catylist which sparked the 

revolt, but the underlying causes were much deeper. The tax demanded 

a shilling from every adult in the land, whether he were duke or 

villein, and such a tax became the necessary spark which lighted 

the conflagration of civd1 conflict.

Armed rebellion actually began at t h e  end of May in Essex.

The revolt in Essex was closely synchronized with the revolt in 

Kent. Eventually the movement gained power until all the nobles 

of England were faced with possible extinction at the hands of the 

rebel forces. The flower of English nobility seemed destined to 

an ignominious death, but the boy-king came to the rescue. An 

arrangement was made for King Richard, who was fourteen years old 

at the time and still ruled by the Council, to meet the rebels at 

Miles End. Hutchison relates the incedents of this meeting as 

follows:

It was a cynical plan. Its success depended on the courage of 
a boy king who would take his life in his hands and face the 
mob in the hope that he was saving the lives of his mother, his 
relatives, his friends and his counsellors, and, by so doing, 
rescue his throne, and society as he knew it, from what seemed 

certain disaster. . . .  The significant factor in this tragic 

situation was that all depended on the bravery of Richard— and 1
that Richard's courage stood up to everything that was asked of il«

^Hutchison, o£. cit., pp. 67-68.
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The meeting of Richard and the murderous mob revealed some of the 

major undertones of fourteenth century medieval society. The rebel 

mob demanded rights, but they respected and admired their King for 

his bravery in meeting them face to face. Richard revealed himself 

as neither a weakling nor a coward at this meeting. The English 

nobility, on the other hand, presented an opposite picture. The 

nobles cowered behind their boy King hoping that he could save 

^h® Slower of English nobility at least for the present, Wat Tyler 

made demands to which the young King, under the direction of the 

powerful barons of England, consented. The historian, ornan, 

mentions the nature of this conference in the following paragraph;

The king consented that serfdom wou l d  be abolished all over 
the realm, that all feudal services would disappear, and that 
all holders in villeinage should become free tenants, paying , 
the moderate annual rent of fourpenee an acre to their lords, 1

In addition to these demands the King consented that all restrict

ions on free buying and selling should be swept away and a general 

amnesty w>uld be granted to all the rebels, but these negotiations 

failed to save the Tower of London, which fell into the hands of 

the rebels,

A second meeting with the rebels was staged for smithfield. 

Richard again met Wat Tyler in an attempt to effect a peaceful 

settlement of the insurrection and to safeguard the precarious 

position of all English nobility, it was during the course of the

~T . ' ’ '
Oman, op, cit., p, 42.
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parlay between Richard and Wat Tyler that an argument arose and

Tyler was struck down by one of Richard's m a i . The rebels would

have turned on the nobles and their Ring had not Richard, showing

the remarkable bravery and presence of mind of the plantagenets,

turned the tide of the rebel waves to his favor. Hutchison relates

the heroic act in the following manner*

— but when Tyler's horse dragged him half-dead across the 
market place they realized that their leader was being mvu>- 
deredo It was then that Richard— a boy of fourteen— wrote his 
name in every romantic book of hero-worship, as the thousands 
of rebels drew their bows he spurred across and faced them alone. 
'Let me be your leader,' he shouted* and bows were lowered in 
admiration for the bravery of a youth. i

The events above which relate to the first few years of 

Richard's reign are significant because of the contrast which they 

present to either the accounts of Holinshed or Shakespeare. Neither 

indecision nor cowardice were parts of Richard's character at this 

time. The nobles, on the other hand, used the boy as a decoy in 

a desperate attempt to save English feudal society as they knew it. 

The nobles later revoked all the promises which Richard had made 

to the rebel mobj Richard lost prestige with his subjects, but the 

nobles and not Richard were responsible for the broken promises.

Richard had to face a rebellious and factious nobility as 

well as unruly mobs of common people in the years immediately 

following the peasant's Revolt* The intrigues and counter^-intrigues 1

1 ~ ’ “ ‘
Hutchison, op. cit., p. 73.
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of self-seeking nobles were the primary sources of unrest during 

the remainder of Richard’s short reign. The historian, 7 . h . H« 

Green, summarizes the factiousness of the nobles as follows*

While the nobles were not as a whole devoid of political 
responsibility, their social interests overrode everything 
else. Their very factiousness arose out of a regard for their 
own rights. They proved, especially more parvenu nobles like 
lord Cromwell, grasping landlords who had little sense of 
responsibility towards their tenants and, as the history of the 
mid-fifteenth century council and parliament was to show, not 
much awareness of national interests* ^

The factiousness which Green describes in the paragraph above was

very apparent in fourteenth century England, and later, in turn,

it led to the complete breakdown of the manorial system at a later

age. The various factions began to identify themselves in the

Parliament of 1384. This parliament is labeled by some historians

as the beginning of Richard’s ’First Tyranny,’ but it must be

remembered that the King was but seventeen years old at the time

and still under the tutelage of powerful baronial factions. The

Earl of Arundel stood 14) and addressed parliament, attacking the

court of Richard for its extravagances. Hutchison paraphrases the

oontext of the speech in the lines following:

In no uncertain terms, he blamed the parlous state of the king
dom onto an extravagant court and bad advisers, it was an 
attack on the young King and his young friends, thinly veiled 
as an attack on de la pole and the other court officials* ^ * 2

V» Ho Ho Green, The Later plantagenets fLondon* Edward 
Arnold, Ltd., 1955), p. 97

2
Hutchison, o£. cit., pp. 91-92.
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The young King lost his temper completely, Hutchison relates, and 

shouted to Arundel, »if you charge me with the responsibility for 

bad governance, you lie in your throat» go to the Devil.» Both the 

accusations made by Arundel and the reply made by Richard have great 

significance in an evaluation of Richard. Richard could not be 

charged with bad government at the time, since he was still in 

minority and had no actual power. The short temper of Richard is 

revealed in his reply to Arundel, and it is this very outburst of 

temper that reveals a prominent trait in Richard's character.

The Salisbury parliament mentioned above assumes major 

historical significance for another event which occurred while it 

was still in session. A Carmelite friar named John Latemar arose 

and accused John of Gaunt of leading a conspiracy against Richard* 

The report of the incedent is found in the historical accounts of 

the historian, Oman.

John Latimer, craved an audience with the king, and delated to 
him a s 15»posed plot on the part of Lancaster and certain citizens 
of London. They were intending, he said, to kidnap and dethrone, 
if not murder their master. , . . Thomas of Woodstock, Richard’s 
younger uncle, drew his sword and threatened to cut down any 
one who accused his brother, were it the king himself. ^

The plot against the King was never proved historically, although

the followers of Gaunt seized the friar and tortured him so severely

that he died. Richard, on the other hand, was furious when he heard

the report, and the incedent left him suspicious of Gaunt even though

there was insufficient evidence to indite John of Gaunt. Speculation

^Oman, 0£. c i t ., pp. 90-91.
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is not an accepted historical approach, but the historical events 

related by the chroniclers subsequent to this plot tend to reveal 

that perhaps Thomas of Woodstock may have been the instigator of 

the plot and the friar may have been mistaken in the identity of 

the particular uncle. History will never reveal the name of the 

man responsible for the original plot, but Thomas of Woodstock, the 

Duke of Gloucester, was definitely the author of such a plot against 

Richard a few years later.

The truce with France terminated and hostilities were begun 

again on May 1, 1385« John of Gaunt, desireous of maintaining the 

medieval glory of England and preserving his personal reputation, 

pressed for an expedition against prance. Richard, on the contrary, 

favored an expedition against the unruly scots who had been attacking 

his outposts, it is at this same time that the chronicles reveal 

a plot against John of Gaunt. The nature of the plot is not clear 

although violent and drastic action against Gaunt was planned at 

Christmas, 1384« Hutdiison states that Mowbray and de Vers seem 

to have been the plotters, and that there is no evidence that Richard 

was involved directly in the plot. Gaunt gathered a force of men 

and marched on Sheen Castle where he parlayed with Richard warning 

him of his dangerous advisers. Richard a n d  Gaunt were reconciled 

by the Queen Mother and Gaunt retired to his castle at pontrefact.

The intrigues and counter-intrigmes reveal the instability 

of English medieval society, b u t  they assume utmost significance
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when they are related to the overall plan rtiich Richard had for his 

country* Richard is proclaimed by some historians as a monarch 

desiring to regain for the English Crown those powers lost in the 

signing of the M&gna Carta* This fact is borne out historically, 

but drastic measured had to be taken by Richard to protect both 

himself and his country from the factious warfare begun by power-

seeking and barbarious nobles*

Charles VI of France, alter hostilities were again resumed, 

planned an invasion of England, a  body of French lancers were landed 

in Scotland under the famous leader of the French, Jean de Vienne* 

Again there were disagreements between Richard and John of Gaunt 

concerning the Scottish campaign, but this time Richard won his 

argument and the French were driven from Scotland, although the 

canpaign was not a spectacular success for the ftiglish. Richard 

and his uncle were again reconciled after the Scottish campaign.

John of Gaunt left England for Spain in 1386 to press his 

claims to the crown of Castile through his narriage. England and 

Richard were left exposed to a less able but more dangerous enemy 

in the person of Thomas oi Woodstock. Hilaire Belloc evaluates 

the leaving of England by John of Gaunt in the paragraph following.

But Lancaster’s absence did not relieve the young man from 
pressure, as it should have dene. A much less able uncle, 
Gloucester, the youngest of Edward Ill's sons, took the lead 

of that inevitable opposition to the crown, which, although 
feudalism was passing, the magnates were always ready to under
take when any accident of character or fate gave them the oppor
tunity*

■^Hilaire Belloc, A History of England (London* G. P. Putnam’s 
Sons, 1928), i n ,  1 3 4 . '
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It is difficult to arrive at definite conclusions in respect 

to the countless intrigues and counter-intrigues which are so rep

resentative of medieval politics, since modern political interpre

tation cannot be used to explain such actions« These intrigues 

seem to be indigenous to medieval society, since they are present 

in both the English and French societies of the age. Each baron, 

it seems, was interested in gaining as much power for himself and 

his faction as he could» An overall national attitude on the part 

of the nobles was non-existant, although the nobles could and would 

unite for a corrmon cause if they were threatened either by external 

or internal disorder» This fact probably accounts for the oppor

tunistic move on the part of Gloucester when his brother, John of 

Gaunt, left for Spain» Gloucester saw the opportunity of increasing 

his own power by levelling the Richardian faction while his brother, 

who had a better claim to the throne, was busy with his Spanish 

affairs* Gloucester definitely planned his coup ait the most ad

vantageous time, since Gaunt was not in England to stay his hand* 

Parliament met in October, 1386, while the danger of a 

French invasion was still imminent. Parliament made the following 

demands on the crownj

The parliament did not of course attack the court directly— ■ 
it attacked the chief ministers, and demanded the dismissal 

and impeachment of the Treasurer, John Fordham, and the 
Chancellor, Michael de la Pole, Earl of Suffolk. Richard took 
immediate umbrage, and in his haughtiest mood sent his famous 
message from Eltham palace, that he would refuse to dismiss
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even one of his scullions at Parliament« s command— neither did 
he propose to attend parliament until it came to its senses. 1

It was at this time that Richard elevated de Vere to the Dukedom

of Ireland, a coveted position which both Gloucester and Arundel

envied. Gloucester and Arundel were commissioned by parliament

to go to Eltham and confer with the King. The outcome of this

meeting is of great historical importance as the quotation below

bears testimony*

The continuator of Knighton«s chronicle tells us that Gloucester 
quoted the authority of an ancient Statute for at least annual 
Parliaments, and for the statement that, if the King did not 
attend, Parliament could disperse after forty days« grace. 
Richard«s reply was that, if this was their attitude, he would 
seek help from the French King; to which Gloucester’s riposte 
was as apt as it was treasonable— he reminded Richard II of the 
fate of Edward II. z

Richard is accused by Lancastrian chroniclers of consorting with 

the French. Perhaps the accusation originated at the meeting 

between Richard and Gloucester when the former uttered the un

fortunate statement. Richard shouted his intents in anger, but 

he did not intend seriously to solicit aid from the French. Richard 

was no traitor to t h e  English. Gloucester, on the other hand, re

vealed the extent of his treasonable opposition; he was prepared 

to depose or even murder Richard when he reminded his King of the 

fate of Edward II. The statement of the Duke of Gloucester, judged

by his subsequent actions, was neither a slip of the tongue nor an * 2

- ' — —

Hutchison, o£. cit., p. 105.

2
O m ai, o p . c i t . ,  p .  1 0 3 .



85

overstatement•

Richard did make his appearance in Parliament on October 

2 3 rd«, but he had to suffer complete humiliation under the power

ful hand of his uncle of Gloucester. The King's council was im

peached and Gloucester placed the following nominees who were 

sympathetic with his causer

In the place of a friend, who was one of the most efficient 
administrators the Middle Ages produced, Richard had to suffer 
as Chancellor his enemy Arundel, Bishop of Ely, as Treasurer 
John Gilbert, Bishop of Hereford, and as Keeper of the privy 
Seal, John Waltham— all of the Gloucester faction— and he also 
had to promise that he would replace his Steward of the House
hold with one of Gloucester's nominees«

The tyranny of which some historians accuse Richard is nothing in

comparison to the tyranny which the young King had to suffer under

the iron hand of his uncle, Gloucester. The actions of the Duke

of Gloucester are important to the complete understanding of the

events leading up to the opening scenes of Shakespeare's drama,

The Tragedy of King Richard the Second» Gloucester may have been

murdered by Richard, but Gloucester had plotted continuously to

depose his King and even murder him like King Edward n .  The

victors of the parliament turned upon Richard and placed him under

tutelage again as CPan states below»

« • • a council of reform and supervision was to oontrol all 
his acts for a year, to control his revenue and household, 
appoint to all offices, and resume all illegal grants of royal 
property. 2 1 2

1 Ibid., p. 103.
2
Ibid., p. 103.
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The overall effect of the parliament of 1386 is obvious; it stripped 

Richard of his regal powers and placed him under the control of the 

Duke of Gloucester and his powerful faction, but the young King 

showed his mettle in the speech directed at Gloucester at the end 

of the parliamentary session.

. . .  in the speech by vhich he dismissed them on November 28, 
that «for nothing done in this parliament would he allow any 
prejudice to his person or crown, and that he intended that the 
prerogatives and liberties of his crown should be kept and pre
served without detriment."

Richard was defeated by his uncle, but even in defeat the King 

proved that above all other things he was neither weak nor afraid 

of the barons who had encroached on his power.

The extreme actions of the puke of Gloucester exemplify the 

conditions which existed in fourteenth century England rathsr than 

the sudden actions of Henry Bolingbroke, since the latter succeeded 

in a sudden coup whereas the actions of Gloucester were over an ex

tended period of time. The unrest sown by Gloucester were to pro

vide Hairy Bolingbroke with the proper setting to stage his sudden 

revolt. The intrigues and propaganda campaigns begun by Gloucester 

bore fruit in the campaign of Henry, it is onljr through a review 

of the machinations of Gloucester that the sudden fall of Richard 

and his government can be explained.

Richard n  was reduced to a mere figurehead by the actions 1

1 Ibid., p. 103.
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of the Parliament of 1386, which was led by Gloucester and deliber

ately packed by a majority of pro-Gloucester partisans, but the young 

King was not defeated in spirit nor did he intend to remain in the 

position which Parliament and Gloucester had placed him, Hutchison 

reveals the nature of the counter-action taken by Richard after 

his defeat in 1 38 6,

On August 21st., 1387 he presented ten very pointed questions 
to the Chief Justices of the realm, specially summoned to his 
® urt then at Shrewsbury, it was a confidential taking of 
legal opinion. Tresilian, Chief justice of the King's Bench, 
Bellaiap, Chief justice, with Holt and Burgh, Justices all of 
the common Bench, and Cary, Chief Baron of the Exchequer, were 
faced with the questions specially drawn up by one of Richard's 
serjeants-at-law. 1

Indecision and fear were certainly not inherent traits of King 

Richard as the paragraph above proves. Richard knew what he wanted 

and did not fear the most powerful baronial faction in England even 

after he had been defeated by Gloucester in parliament and had, 

prior to the session, been threatened with the fate of Edward H .

Richard attempted to raise an arny to oppose Gloucester, 

but his hopes of raising a large force were destined to disappointment. 

A small force was raised under the red and white banner of Richard 

and the leader of this small force was de vere. Gloucester was in

formed that Richard was assembling a force, so he began to muster 

his own army in an unmistakeable attempt to defy the King and 

raise a rebellion against the crown. Richard realized that his

^Hutchison, og. c i t . ,  p . 109.
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small army was no match to the forces of Gloucester, so he attempted

reconciliation with his uncle in November, 1387 by summoning

Gloucester, Arundel, and Warwick to his conference, but Gloucester

defied the invitation and took his private army to Waltham Cross,

and, as the historian, Hutchison, relates, published an appeal

of treason against the friends of the King.

. . .  on November 14th published an ’appeal of treason* against 
the King's friends Archbishop Neville, de yere, Suffolk, 
Tresilian and Brembre. This first 'appeal* was not suscribed 
to by Nottingham and Derby—  . . .  *■

Gloucester was a master propagandist; he convinced his followers 

as well as a decisive majority of the English people ttet Richard 

and his faction were in treason. Froissart mentions in his 

chronicle that Gloucester had 'murmurings spread abroad,' so it 

can be assumed from the effect that Gloucester possessed an infamous 

talent for convincing people that his propaganda was fact. It is 

to b e  noted that neither Henry go ling broke, the Earl of Derby, nor 

Thomas Mowbray, the Earl of Nottingham, subscribed to Gloucester's 

appeal. Henry could not risk placing Gloucester in a more advan

tageous position than himself at the time.

The mighty force of Gloucester met the inadequate force of 

de vere at Radcot Bridge, and it is surprising to note that the 

army of the Appellants was led by no other person than Henry Boling- 

broke, who had not suscribed to the original 'appeal.' This fact 1

1Ibid., pp. 111- 1 1 2 .
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is not too surprising to the historian, because Henry Bolingbroke 

undoubtedly realized that the small army of the King would be 

defeated if the two armies should meet. Henry decided that the 

most advantageous position would be leading the Appellant army.

Henry could best maintain his ascendancy by being in a position 

to dictate the terms of peace. The small array of the King suffered 

a crushing defeat as the accounts of Belloc indicate.

The attempt to succor Richard from the North failed. It was 
led by de Vere, but was blocked from the passage of the Thames 
at Radcot Bridge. The force was quite insufficient. Richard's 
own writs for a free parliament JJie specially asked for Khights 
of the shire who had taken no part in the quarrel upon either 
sidej were cancelled by the victorious rebels. ^

Belloc continues by stating that the army of the King was hopelessy

crushed and that the insurgents packed the insuing Parliament which

was to decide the fate of Richard*

The parliament that was summoned in the early months of 1388 
was a mere gathering of the insurgents, which Richard's supporters 
debarred from the peers and the Commons returned at the choice 
of the conquerors. * 2

Gloucester assumed control of the Parliament and acted as master 

of the realm, and his own close followers were appointed to the 

governing body of the kingdom, it is again from the accounts of 

Belloc that the precarious position of Richard and his followers 

is learned.

^Belloc, o£. cit., p. 137.

2Ibid., p .  137.
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Bishop Arundel brother of Fitzalan, Earl of Arundel , now 
chancellor, preached a sermon opening the session, and Gloucester^ 
Parliament proceeded to action, it refused to consider the 
report of those expert in civil and common law that the action 
of the "Appellants" was illegal, and it proceeded to murder- 
for murder it was, and it is noticeable that the bishops and •. 
abbots left the House rather than be consenting to what followed,

Richard had met the rebels and had upheld the honor of the

Plantagenets, but he lost the battle and now was at the mercy of 

the tyrant, Gloucester, who convinced parliament that he was acting 

in the best interests of the realm, but, in reality, he was merely 

furthering the personal ambitions of himself as the final outcome

of the parliamentary session proves.

Suffolk and de Vere were able to escape the fate planned 

by Gloucester by fleeing abroad, but Parliament, which controlled 

the peace and which, in turn, was controlled by Gloucester, deprived 

the Archbishop of York his see and mercilessly put to death Bramber 

and Simon Burley, the old companion of the Black prince and the 

trusted guardian of Richard in his youth, Gloucester and his 

faction offered the excuse for the rebellion and the executions 

that he was attempting to rescue England from the evil councellors 

which Richard had in his court. Gloucester, Arundel and even Henry 

Boli lgbroke can be indited for the crimes perpetrated by the 

Parliament of 1388, since each played an important part in the 

rebellion and the crimes of the aftermath. The actions which Richard 

was to take later against each of the participants in the Appellant
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Affair receive a certain amount of justification*

The intrigues of the parliament of 1388, which again stripped

Richard of his powers, are somewhat clouded with ambiguity, but

the intrigue of Gloucester and the counter-intrigue on the part

of Henry Bolingbroke are revealed in part by Oman.

Gloucester could not induce all his colleagues to fall in with 
the plan: the king must have a successor, and Cunless his con
temporaries misjudged hi m j  the duke would gladly have accepted 
the position. But Henry of Derby was there to plead the sup
erior claims of his absent father, and the Lancaster interest 
was strong. After a long discussion, Derby and Nottingham 
refused to acquiesce in a n y  scheme for Gloucester’s benefit, 
and finally it was resolved that Richard should be put under 
strict tutelage, . . .  -*•

\ The ’Merciless Parliament,’ as this session is labeled by historians, 

met on February 3, 1388, and, after murdering the followers of the 

King proceeded to reveal their own materialistic intentions as 

Oman so clearly reveals.

The archbishop of York was given to Arundel’s brother, the 
Bishop of Ely, the chancellor; Arundel himself became high 
admiral: Gloucester appropriated the lordship of Holdemess, 
and the castle, forest, and manor of Oakham— all taken from 
Vere. Moreover he intimated to parliament that he and his 
colleagues had spent much toil and money in delivering the 
kingdom; whereupon the Commons voted that 20,000 pounds 
should be paid to the five lords appelant for their good 
services.

The "appellants” not only furthered their avaricious interests by 

seizing land and positions of power, but they also forced a vote

Oman, 0 £ . c i t ., pp. 107-108.

Ibid., pp, 111-112.

1

2
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from a parliament, packed in favor for the Gloucester faction, to 

grant a payment of large sums of money to the leading "appellants". 

This grant of money was passed by the House of commons which, a 

short time prior, had listened to Gloucester a n d  his followers 

accuse Richard of shamefully spending the people's money.

King Hxciictrd. r6jns.in.0d. in tot^l c clips 0 for ovsr a, yccir^ 

when suddenly, one of the surprise actions of history, which are 

so difficult to explain, took place in May, 1389. The historian, 

Oman, gives an account of this evait as follows;

In May, 1389, King Richard made an unexpected move of self- 
assertation. Entering the privy oouncil one day, he asked his 
uncle, Gloucester, what might be his age. Much surprised, the 
luxe answered that his royal nephew was twenty-three years old. 
In that case, the king replied, he must now be of full age, and 
entitled to take his proper share in the choosing of his 
ministers and the administration of his realm. £

Gloucester acquiesced; this fact is not explained in history.

Richard did have the right according to medieval law to assume full

power of regency when he became twenty-one years of age, but after

all the intrigues of Gloucester and after the defeat of Richard's

army in 1388, it seems unlikely that Gloucester should have

surrendered so quickly, it can be presumed that Gloucester found

himself in an unfavorable position, it was necessary for Parliament

to levy taxes to pay Gloucester and his faction, and this, alone,

could have lost the support of the common man. Gloucester failed
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in his ultimate ambition, too. Henry solingbroke stayed his hand 

from seizing the Crovm, and Gloucester probably realized tlmt he 

would never fulfil his ambition to become regent of England.

Richard began his administration by removing the men whom 

Gloucester had appointed, but, in a diplomatic move so typical of 

Richard, the King appointed the Bishop of Wykeham as keeper of the 

great seal and handed the treasurer's keys to Bishop Brantingham, 

both of whom were trusted officials during the reign of Edward H I .  

Besides the diplomacy which Richard showed in making appointments 

in his cabinet, he showed foresight by recalling John of Gaunt 

back to England in 1389. The elder brother, Gaunt, had a better 

right to the throne than the younger, Gloucester, pman describes 
the return to order in England in the paragraph below*

Thus, when parliament met on January 7, 1390, the prospects 
of the realm appeared to be more hopeful than at any date 
since the king's accession. . . .  The general feeling was one 
of cheerfulness and security; the chancellor, Wykeham, opened 
the proceedings with the declaration that the king was of 
greater age and discretion than he had been in his tender youth, 
and was now disposed to govern in all justice, peace, and right* 
He was anxious to please his subjects, and besought them to 
have no hesitation in petitioning him for redress of every 
possible grievance that might occur to them. 1

The quotation seems to imply that Richard did assume responsibility

for the bad g ovemnent of the past years. The diplomacy of Richard

was again displayed. The grievances could not be slighted, but it

Ibid., p. 119»
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was simpler to admit that such grievances existed and for Richard 

to ass lame the responsibility himself than to condemn every member 

of the "Merciless parlaiment" as well as most of the powerful 

nobles in England. This was not fear but diplomacy on the part 

of Richard«

The seven years which followed the seizure of control by 

Richard are known in history as the "seven quiet years", although 

these years were not entirely quiet since Richard and John of Gaunt 

had to face an uprising in London after the Council had made a 

request that London advance 1,000 pounds to the exchequer by way 

of a loan. The successful settlement of this quarrel is accredited 

to John of Gaunt, but Richard did lose the support of the Londoners,

Richard attempted to make the best use of the return to 

normalcy by pressing for a peace conference with France. The 

chronicler, Froissart, gives an account of the events leading to 

the final peace settlement between England and France. There are 

many historical inaccuracies in the historical reports of Froissart, 

yet his accounts, nevertheless, are contemporary. Hutchison states 

that Froissart is pro-royalist, but his chronicle seems to prove 

that his opinions are, for the most part, unbiased. The end of 

his chronicle, however, reveals a bias in favor of Henry Lancaster. 

The peace conferences, w h i c h  Richard requested, were held at 

Leulinghen in 1393» Froissart gives his account of the meetings

as follows
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On the part of the king of England, were his two uncles the 
dukes of Lancaster and Gloucester» this last was very popular 
with the commons of England, and all others who preferred 
war to peace, *-

Froissart reveals in numerous places in his chronicle that the 

Duke of Gloucester courted the common people, but, it must not be 

assumed, that Gloucester was the champion of the common man. The 

wiley Duke was a past master at the art of intrigue, and he must 

have been very convincing in his speech to have had such a powerful 

influence over the commoners.

Richard lost his beloved Queen Anne, a powerful and in

fluential controlling force in respect to himself, in June, 1394« 

The blow was almost unbearable for the King who loved her dearly. 

Historians agree that had Queen Anne lived the ultimate fate of 

Richard may have been different, but this is merely conjecture and 

history is not based on probability.

Richard left on his first Irish expedition on September 29, 

1394, while the Duke of Lancaster went overseas again to take up 

the government of the great duchy of Guienne. Richard had granted 

this duchy to Lancaster in one of nis diplomatic moves, but the gift 

added fuel to the flames of hateful jealousy burning in the breast 

of the Duke of Gloucester® The Duke of York vías named regent of 

England during Richard's abscence in Ireland, and, it is interesting 

to note, Richard demanded the Duke of Gloucester accompany h i m  on

•^ir John Froissart, Chronicles of England, France, and Spain 
and the Adjoining Countries, trans. Thomas Johnes (London- william—  
Smith, 1^49), III, 495.----- *
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the first Irish expedition* Richard is criticised by contemporary 

chroniclers for his unprofitable Irish expeditions, but the first 

campaign resulted in important diplomatic settlements with various 

Irish clan leaders*

Richard returned to England after the Irish campaigns and 

turned his interests to peace talks with the prench King. Richard 

was accused by the opposing factions of attempting to make peace 

settlements with France at any cost even to surrendering Calais, 

but the actual conference and the final peace settlements reveal 

an English monarch far too advanced for his age in international 

P° li6ical thought to be appreciated b y  the barbarous and factious 

nobles in his own realm*

The historian, o^an* states on various occasions that England 

as a whole faiored peaceful settlement of the Hundred year»s War, 

but the Duke of Gloucester openly opposed the King and began a 

propaganda campaign against Richard in an attenpt to win support 

for his cause from the common people. Froissart states that the 

English nobles favored peace, but the Duke of Gloucester objected 

to any settlement unless France should return all lands held 

presently by the French and gained from England since 1360. This 

was an impossible demandJ

The peace settlement was finally concluded and Richard, in 

a grand gesture to cement relations between England and France, 

married the daughter of the French King at Calais on November 4 , 1 3 9 6 .
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Thomas of Woodstock, the Duke of Gloucester, was the major 

impediment both to the English and the French in the peace 

negotiations. Froissart reveals the sentiment of the French during 

the negotiations.

To soften the temper of the duke of Gloucester, whom the French 
lords knew to be proud, and their bitter enemy, they paid him 
the most flattering attentions. Notwithstanding this, and the 
handsome presents they offered, which he accepted, the same 
rancour remained in his breast, and, in spite of everything 
the French could say or do, whenever the subject of peace was 
mentioned, his answers were as harsh and severe as ever. 1

The very tone of Froissart’s words reveals much. The French were 

willing to effect a lasting peace and even swallowed their pride 

by courting the Duke of Gloucester whom they detested. The character 

of Gloucester is revealed in the above paragraph, too. He was 

willing to accept the presents of the French, but he had no in

tentions of changing his mind in respect to a peace settlement.

The negotiations between England and France ended in a 

peace settlement, which, perhaps, should be called a truce. It 

was agreed that each nation vould observe a twenty— eight year 

truce to the Hundred year's War. Richard returned to England 

to resume his government. Isabella or Isabelle made her state 

entry into Ipndon on November 23rd., and she was crowned Queen 

of 31 gland on January 7,1397. Isabelle was only eight years old 

at the time of the marriage and it would be a matter of years

before she could become the wife of Richard in more than name.

—  " '

Ibid., p, 618.
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The fact should be mentioned that there is a discrepancy in dates 

in respect to the marriage between Richard and Isabelle. The 

actual ceremony took place either in March or November, 1396.

Gloucester returned to England and began his intrigues with 

the conmoners with renewed fervor, proissart exposed the propa

ganda movement which the Duke of Gloucester initiated after his 

return to the English homeland.

The duke gained, by every possible means, the love of the 
Londoners; for he thought, if he acquired popularity with them, 
the rest of England would follow their example. 1

The intrigues of the Duke, which, by this time, can be labeled

x high treason, went even further than stirring up unrest among the

common people. Froissart again reveals the extent of the plot.

He invited this earl of March to come and see him; and whan 
at Pleshy, he unbosomed himself to him for all the secrets 
of his heart, telling him that he ahd been selected for 
king of England; . . .  1 2

The Earl of March refused to accept a part in the plot to depose 

Richard, so Gloucester went back to London and attempted to in

fluence the merchants.

Richard learned of the plot and consulted with his uncles, 

York and Lancaster. He informed them that according to his in

telligence Gloucester planned to capture him a nd confine him to 

a dungeon and that the Londoners were ready to join Gloucester 

in effecting the plan of removing Richard from the throne.

1 Ibid., p. 637.
2 Ibid., p. 637.
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The Dukes of York and Lancaster either did not believe the infor

mation or thsy assumed that Gloucester would not be bold enough to 

attempt to seize the Crown in their presence* Froissart reveals 

the outcome of the meeting at which Richard informs his uncles 

of the Gloucester plot. Lancaster replies as follows*

" W  lord, have a little patience, and wait a short time before 
you make any rash resolutions, we know ttet our brother of 
Gloucester has the most passionate and wrong-headed temper of 
any man in England; but he cannot do more than nan, and, if he 
York one way, we will counteract him another; you need not fear 
our brother so long as you shall follow our advice.n 1

Richard, however, knew that Gloucester was not making idle threats,

and he recognized the potential danger of his seditious uncle.

Gloucester had threatened the life of Richard before and had almost

succeeded in gaining the throne of England for himself. King

Richard decided to act first. He captured Gloucester on July 10,

1397 and sent his revolutionary uncle to Calais where, it is

reputed, Richard had him murdered; although, the ancient chroniclers

state that Gloucester was ill at the time that Richard sent him

to Calais* Both Arundel a n d  Warwick, active members of the

Gloucester faction, were captured and exiled, it must be established

that the full report on the death of Gloucester was not published

until after the Lancastrian usurpation of the throne by Henry

Bolingbroke. Hilaire Belloc makes the following assertions in

connection with the death of the Duke of Gloucester,

Ibid», pp. 641 *̂6 4 2 .
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After the murder of Richard and the successful Lancastrian 
usurpation, a circumstantial and detailed story with witnesses 
was put about that Gloucester ted been put to death by force* 
smothered, 1

The facts of the case must be analyzed before any hasty conclusions 

are draw., Richard was Ring of England and tte head of the govern

ment, but he "was not the absolute ruler of England. Gloucester 

had threatened the life of Richard on more than one occasion, and 

the crafty uncle was again plotting to overthrow Richard. Richard, 

however, governed by council and all decisions in respect to 

sedition were to be judged by parliament. Belloc continues by 

stating that Richard found himself in such a precarious position 

that it was necessary for him to take drastic action.

If he governed by Council, that meant by leave of the great lords 
who were in chronic state of rebellion. • , . His choice lay 
between making himself, the legitimate king, permanently secure 
by sharp and strong but £for the moment^ arbitrary action, and 
going undersubjected to the wealthy nobles under Lancastrian 
leadership. *

Whether Richard murdered his uncle or not will remain forever one 

of t h e  unanswered questions of history, but Richard did have the 

right to protect himself and his kingdom, although the final 

decision should have been left to Parliament. There is the possibility 

that Richard could have protected himself and his realm by having 

Gloucester imprisoned. The murder of Gloucester then would not 

be justified^ if Richard actually did have him murdered and tiaere

Belloc, op. cit.,

Ibid., p. 146.
2

p. 146 *
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is no conclusive historical evidence to indite Richard, but it 

is impossible to establish the guilt of Richard at this historical 

distance»

After the death of Gloucester there remained in England 

two powerful lords who had engaged in the "Appellant Affair" that 

had attempted to strip Richard of his power in 1383, and these 

barons are none other than Henry Bolingbroke and Thomas Mowbray«

A quarrel broke out between Henry and Thomas Mowbray and the matter 

was referred to Parliament» parliament, reviewing the quarrel 

between Bolingbroke a n d  Mowbray, decided that the evidence was 

inconclusive and that the lords should settle their differences 

in a trial by arms to be held at Coventry in September, 1398«

The trial was held on the appointed date, but before the 

contestants could engage in battle Richard called a halt to the 

contest. Richard conferred with his council, -which included 

John of Gaunt, and it was decided that both Henry Bolingbroke 

and Thomas Mowbray should be exiled. Thomas Mowbray was exiled 

for life, but Henry Bolingbroke was exiled for ten years*

Richard remitted four years of Henry’s sentence in deference to

his uncle, John of Gaunt* The two exiles left England in September,

1398.

Richard is condemned by Shakespeare for his harsh treatment 

of Henry Bolingbroke, but it must be remembered that Henry was a 

member of the Gloucester faction and had led an armed rebellion 

against his King at Radcot Bridge. Froissart gives a detailed



102

account of Henry's departure from England, and it is this report

which reveals a definite bias for Henry Bolingbroke. The sur^-

prising part of Froissart's account of Henry's departure from

England is that in which the chronicler introduces tte claim

which Henry is supposed to have to the Crown of England.

Whoever may choose to search the matter to the bottom, to 
discover the real origin of you both, will see that you have 
a greater right to the crown of England than he who wears it, 
although we have paid him homage, and acknowledged him for 
king these twenty yearsj . * . 1

The citizens of London are speaking to Henry Bolingbroke as he is

leaving England in the paragraph quoted above. The reference to

Henry's "better claim to the English crown" probably refers to the

story that the Fair Maid of Kent, the motter of Richard, had been

unfaithful to Richard's father and that Richard was actually the

offspring of his mother and one of the handsome priests of Bordeaux.

The story has never been given historical credence, nor is there

evidence that either Edward n i  or Parliament doubted that Richard

was the legitimate son and heir of the Black prince. It is to be

noted, too, that Henry did not employ the story above when he

attempted to justify his revolution and his claim to the Crown.

Henry used instead the old crouchback legend which has no historical

credence. Edmund Crouchback, an ancestor of Henry's, was supposed

to have been passed over in strict line of succession because of a

deformity and the crown was given to a younger brother. This legend

, 0£. cit., p. 6 6 4 .
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is definitely a fabrication, since Edmund crouchback was not 

the eldest son and therefore was not the heir to the throne»

Richard certainly was justified in banishing the two 

"Appellants” for their actions against the crown, but Harold 

Hutchison reveals another reason more recent than the affair of 

1388.
In August 1397 the men of 1388 sat at dinner in Arundel Castle. 
Gloucester, the Earl of Arundel, Thomas Arundel, Archbishop of 
Canterbury, the Earl of Warwick, Thomas Mowbray, Earl* of Notting
ham, and Henry Bolingbroke, Earl of Derby were all present, and, 
with the blessings of the Church, they swore an oath to stand 
together until the King and his uncles of Lancaster and york 
were in prison for life, a n d  the remaining Lords of the King’s 
council were executed, i

The quotation above is accepted b y  Hutchison as fact, and there 

is every reason to believe the extensive and scholarly research 

made by the author. Richard had excellent reasons to take drastic 

measures to stop his uncle, Gloucester, and to exile Henry Boling

broke and Thomas Mowbray at a later date.

The return of Henry Bolingbroke to England end the justific

ation of his actions against Richard are based upon supposed charges 

of tyranny in the government of Richard, it must be determined 

whether there was a personal tyranny in Richard and whether Henry 

was justified in taking such drastic actions against his King.

The principal charges against Richard must be reviewed to determine 

the nature of a personal tyranny on the part of Richard*

"T
Hutchison, op. c i t «, p. 178.
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lS>st of the chroniclers agree that Richard was subject to 

frequent outbursts of temper, which, on more than one occasion, 

caused him to pass hasty judgment against one of his subjects con

demning him to death, but, except for the action which he took 

against Arundel and Gloucester, Richard refuted the death penalty 

after the heat of anger had passed. The "blood-baths" which 

characterize the coup of Gloucester mentioned previously have 

no counterpart in the actions of Richard»

Richard was accused by the Lancastrian faction, after the 

usurpation of the throne by Henry, of holding an extravagant court. 

Jt is true tha t Richard did love pomp and ceremony and that he had 

spent large sums of money as a patron of the arts, but extravagance 

does not constitute tyranny unless the people are exploited. It 

must be remembered at this point, also, that Gloucester forced 

Parliament to vote large sums of money for himself and his faction 

after he gained control over Richard.

The pro-Lancastrian historians often quote a supposed 

statement made by Richard to support their assumptions that the 

King was a tyrant.

Richard has usually been condemned as a tyrant out of his own 
mouth. His determination to break down the established laws 
of real and personal property is proved when he said, »The 
lives lands properties goods and chattels of my subjects are 
mine'j his deliberate intention to set himself above the law 

is proved when he said »vultu austero et pipotenvo» that the 

»laws were within his own breast and that he alone could 
change and make the laws of his realm» j his dictatorship is 
proclaimed when he announced »1 am entire Emperor of my Realm.»
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But the evidence for the first two phrases is only contained 
in the Articles of Accusation by which he was finally con
demned) and the third phrase can have a perfectly 'constitut
ional1. significance when read in its correct context— 'the 
legitimization of the Beauforts. An indictment without 
supporting evidence is not proof. 1

Hutchison answers the charges himself in the quotation above

and states that the most common charges against Richard are not

legitimate ones.

Richard was charged by the Lancastrians of making forced 

loans, crooked pardons, blank charters and also compelling his 

subjects to buy back the good will of the King. The pro-Lancastrian 

historians assert that all the methods were used by Richard to 

raise revenue for the crown. These charges are of a much more 

serious nature, because if they can be proved an actual tyranny 

did exist. Richard did employ the methods mentioned above 1 

The King forced his subjects to take oaths in an attempt to 

perpetuate his position which was established by the parliament of 

1397-8. Seventeen counties which had supported the "Appellants" 

were condemned and were required to buy back the pleasure of the 

King. Richard did require some of his subjects to sign blank 

charters, but the subjects who were required to sign such charters 

had been involved in treason against the crown and Richard thought 

he could control their future actions by employing a type of 

political blackmail. Even though Richard did employ the methods 

above Hutchison concludes his evaluation as follows*

--------- 1-------------------------------------------------------------------
Ibid., p. 199.
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The reasons for such acts are clear, Richard»s expenses far 
outran his income, and the moneys he oould not find through 
his Parliament he had to find by more onerous means. Through
out the later Middle Ages» and well into Tudor and Stuart 
times, this same problem faced succeeding monarchs, and Richard's 
pleasance was no worse than Morton's Fork or Charles' Ship 
Money; but it was no better, -1-

Hutchison attempts to explain le pleasance, the buying back of the 

King's favor, as a poor means of raising revenue, but it must be 

emphasized that some of Richard's subjects had proved themselves 

traitor to the King, and the actions of Richard were directed 

against such traitors, but the ethical standards of such laws must 

be criticised.

February 3, 1399 is a crucial date in the reign of Richard, 

because on that date John of Gaunt died, old Gaunt was the Duke 

of Lancaster, father-in-law to two monarchies, and owner of almost 

thirty castles as well as the County palatine of Lancaster over 

which the Duke had ruled as a king outside the jurisdiction of 

the English crown. The seizure of the Lancastrian estates 

precipitated the events which led to the usurpation of the throne 

by Henry Bolingbroke» It had been decided at the time of Henry's 

exile that Henry would receive any inheritance that might occur 

during his absence from England. Richard had not anticipated the 

death of John of Gaunt, who was a nan of middle age. Richard found 

it necessary to alter the Rolls of parliament after the death of 

Gaunt to prevent Bolingbroke from becoming the most powerful man

~S;bid., pp. 203—20i+.
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in England» Harold Hutchison discusses the altering to the 

Rolls of parliament below?

The parliament Roll recording the establishment of the Committee 
was altered so that »to terminate petitions' now read »to 
terminate petitions and all other matters and things moved in 
the presence of the King in accordance with what seems best to 
them.» The next step was for the committee to find sufficient 
reasons for cancelling the grant of powers of attorney, and the 
Chancellor obliged» it was announced that legal opinion had 
decided that the grant had been made «inadvertedly», as it 
could not be legally reconciled with a sentence which had in 
effect declared both Hereford and Norfolk traitors— a traitor 
could not inherit what should normally have been forfeit to 
the crown.

The inheritance of the Lancastrian estates presented the gravest 

threat to the throne since the day that Gloucester threatened 

Richard with the fate of Edward II. The inheritance would have 

made Henry the most powerful baron in England and would have 

placed him outside the legal jurisdiction of the Cr°'«n» Henry 

would also have an army, the military muster of all Lancastrian 

vassals, as well as the necessary money and supplies to conduct 

warfare. It is not surprising, therefore, that Richard seized 

the Lancastrian estates» Richard used some of the money from 

the sequestered estates to further his Irish expediton. Richard 

set sail for Ireland on May 29, 1399.

The period, which the Lancastrian historians label as the 

"tyraJiny of Richard" can be judged at this point, since the final 

"act of tyranny" was the seizure of the Lancastrian estates. Harold 1

1Ibid«, pp. 206-207.
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Hutchison makes the following comments on the so-called "tyranny" 

of Richard's reign:

Richard's so-called 'tyranny' had lasted some eight months. 
It had displayed him in pride of place as the triumphant but 
by no means bloodthirsty judge of men who had ruined his youth, 
murdered his friends, and insulted his Queen, it had shown him 
capable of the shrewdest judgments and the most reckless 
generosity, it had seen him stoop to any expedient to find 
money for his treasury, a n d  even to forgery, that he might 
fend off for ever the appalling threat from the power of Henry 
of Lancaster. His 'tyranny* was the sum total of the acts of 
a medieval king, true to the traditions of his time but with 
rather better morality than usual, ^

Hutchison permits the reader t o  judge for himself when he concludes 

the evaluation of Richard's tyranny with the words in the paragraph 

above. Richard was better than the average medieval king, and, it 

might be established, better than his immediate successor,

Henry Bolingbroke had been living in Paris in the Hotel 

de Cluny during his exile. Henry visited the nuke of Brittany and 

obtained ships and men to invade England and sailed from Vannes for 

England in June, 1399« Henry carried with him nobles, knights and 

squires to fill three ships, but he had to depend on his propaganda 

and his popularity to raise adequate forces when he landed in

England. It is reputed that Henry sailed his small force up and 

down the east coast of England touching land here and there and

sending out spies to sound popular opinion. He finally landed at 

Ravenspur on July 4, 1399 and expected aid from the Percies and 

the Nevilles* Henry made the Castle of Pontefract his headquarters

p p . 209- 2 1 0 .
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for his revolutionary activities where he was joined shortly by 

the Percies and the Earl of Westmoreland. The propaganda machine 

which Gloucester had set in motion so effectively against Richard 

was again activated by Henry.

It was from Pontefract that he now issued cunning invitations 
to revolt. Letters were addressed to citizens, prelates and 
Lords. To the citizens, he maintained that the Ring was plot
ting the death of their chief magistrates and a burden of tax
ation greater than they had ever feared. To the prelates and 
Lords, he maintained that the King was plotting the sale of 
Guienne and Gascony for private gain. He even warned the 
villeins that under Richard they were doomed to be kept tin 
greater subjection and harder bondage than any Christian King 
had ever held his subjects.» i

The extent of Henry's propagandism is clearly seen in the paragraph 

above. Henry desired to alienate all social and political groups 

from their King* it was at Pontefract, too, that Henry revived the 

old Crouchback legend which is mentioned above. Evidently the 

revival of this old legend which stated tint Henry was a direct 

descendent of Edmund Crouchback through his mother was an attempt 

on the part of Henry to gain the support of those factions who 

insisted upon legal succession to the throne.

It was established that the latter part of the fourteenth 

century was a period of unrest among all classes of men in medieval 

England. Henry directed his propaganda so that it would have its 

greatest effect on the various political and social classes in 

England. The sudden coup which res'Jilted in placing Henry on the

p. 216.
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English throne can be explained as the direct result of a very 

effective and seditious propaganda campaign.

Richard had left the regency in the hands of the Duke of 

York when he sailed for Ireland on his second Irish campaign. The 

Duke and his small array had to capitulate to the superior forces 

which Henry had gathered by the time that the royalist forces of 

York had learned of Henry's activities. The Duke of York dis

patched sir liyilliam Bagot to Ireland to warn Richard, but Bushy and 

Green were left to the mercy of the powerful Lancastrian array.

Scrope, Bushy and Green took refuge in Bristol Castle, but they 

were soon captured by the forces of H®ry. Hutchison relates 

the capture of these loyal supporters to Richard in the paragraph 

below;

They were summarily executed without even the pretence of a trial, 
and their heads in a white basket were sent to London to lend 
point to a letter which formally announced Lancasterts, arrival 
to take his rightful inheritance, and to ask the citizens «to 
let me know if you will be on ray side or not; and I care not 
which, for I have people enou^i.« 1

The murder of Richard's ministers without trial as well as the

message which Henry sent to the citizens of London reveal a strong

historical irony. Henry established himself as the defender of

constitutional law, tut, in actuality, he recognized no other

law than a "lynch" law based upon superior power from the outset

of the revolt.

^Ibid., pp. 217-218.
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The events which followed the revolt led by Henry Boling- 

broke occupy but a few short months in the vast span of history, 

bit these events cannot be judged without reference to events 

which occurred prior to the Lancastrian uprising. The situation 

might be summed up by stating that Henry Rolingbroke acted as a 

catalyst for the vapors of unrest viiich had been growing in England 

since the signing of the Magna C a r t a , the effects of the Black 

Death, and the feeling of personal independence of the peasant»s 

Revolt.

Salisbury rallied the royalist army of the yelsh as quickly 

as possible, but the rumors that Richard was either dead or had 

deserted his army caused the loyal Welsh army to disperse before 

Richard could return to England from Ireland. Richard did return 

to England on July 25, 1399 with the small army which he had taken 

with him to Ireland, but even this army was greatly reduced.

The loyalist army of Richard landed at Milford Haven where Richard 

was informed immediately that Bristol ahd fallen, York had defected, 

Scrope, Bagot, and Green had been executed, and Lancaster had encamped 

himself at Bristol with an overwhelmingly powerful farce. Richard 

abandoned his baggage and with utmost haste traveled to North Wales 

expecting to join forces w i t h  Salisbury and the loyal Welsh army. 

Richard arrived at Conway Castle only to learn that his last hope 

of support had vanished; the Welsh army had dispersed. There was 

but one move to make, and Richard was forced to take it.
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It was decided to despatch Exeter and Surrey as ambassadors to 
Henry, with the authority to offer him his lands and titles but 
to ask what further he wanted, and why he continued in open 
rebellion. 1

Shakespeare creates the illusion that Richard reveals all his weak

nesses and inconsistencies at this period, but Hutchison believes 

differently*

The story of the dazed wanderings of an enfeebled and terrified 
King is a fiction which cannot stand up to investigation#
»Pale with anger» is a more likely description of Richard at . 
this time than t h e  moaning dotard of the Lancastrian legend*

Richard did not have to remain in England* If he were a coward

Richard could have fled back to Ireland. His escape from Conway

Castle was possible, and Richard could have saved his own life

had he wanted to. Richard chose raither to meet the issue face to

face and demand Henry to state his purpose. Henry, however, obeyed

none of the laws of either chivalry or diplomacy when he refused

to answer the delegates whom richard had sent. Henry seized

Exeter and surrey and held them as hostages, and the subsequent

events will forever blacken the character of Henry of Lancaster.

Ex-Archbishop Arundel and the Earl of Northumberland had 
been despatched by Henry to secure Richard's person by per

suasion, or, if necessary, by guile and force. ^

Hutchison continues by stating that the Lancastrian historians

created an image of a poltroon King bewailing his woes and even

begging for his life, even offering to abdicate if his life was

3
spared. This fact is very unlikely since Richard could easily

1 2  3
Ibid., p. 220. ibid., p. 219. "ibid., p. 220.
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have gained refuge in one of the impregrable castles of North 

Wales, or he could have withdrawn sand escaped to France where, 

undoubtedly, he would have been safe with his father-in-law, the 

French King.

Hutchison continues with the assumption that Richard did

not surrender willingly but that the Ring was betrayed by Henry.

Hutchison offers as evidence for his assumptions the facts revealed

in the chronicle of creton, French Metrical History of the Deposition

of Richard II, the Dieulacres chronicle, The Deposition of Richard I I ,

and the Chronicle of W h a H e y . He presents a summation of his

findings in the paragraph belowj

A revised version of these events is well authenticated, and 
makes sense. Henry’s ambassadors took with them four hundred 
lancers and a thousand archers, but only a tiny deputation 
actually presented itself at conway— -the main body lay in q
ambush somewhere in the mountains between Conway and Rhuddlan.

Henry did comply with Richard’s request for a conference, but he

also set an ambush so that Richard could be captured and the success

of his revolution would be assured. The delegation arrived before

Richard. Northumberland was the spokesman for the small delegation

which appeared before Richard. Northumberland offered Richard

reasonable terms which the King, in good faith, accepted,

Richard could keep his throne on condition that he declared 
for a free parliament, lighted Henry’s wrongs, and surrendered 
to Henry’s mercy Exeter, surrey, the Bishop of Carlisle and 

his own clerk Maudeleyn. The negotiations which followed may 
have lasted as long as three days, but at least there was no 
hasty and immediate answer. Richard took counsel, and, instead

I
I b i d . ,  p p . 2 2 0 -2 2 1 .
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man bowing to force of circumstance but swearing that,"as 
soon as Fortune»s wheel took a turn for the better, he would 
»flay some people alive.» 1

The duplicity, the utter lack of chivalry, and the black, 

lying heart of Henry is revealed in the actions which followed. 

Richard agreed to ride with Northumberland to Chester. The 

escutcheon of Henry's shield must figuratively and historically 

oear the treachery of Richard's betrayal. Richard was overwhelmed 

as he entered Chester and was forced to ride to London as a prisoner 

and in shame. There is some evidence that the black deed aroused 

the anger of the loyal Cheshiremen and the Welshmen, who, though 

vastly outnumbered, vented their anger on Henry and his followers 

by attempting to attack the Lancastrian army, but these brave men 

could not withstand the onslau^it of Henry's superior forces and 

they were forced to retreat. Hutchison reveals the attempt to 

rescue Richard and uses as his source of information not only the 

pro— Richardian chronicle of Cretan but also the pro—Lancastrian 

chronicle, Annales Ricardi H  et Henrici XV. The last mentioned 

is of utmost importance, because most of the Lancastrian chronicles 

assert that Richard rode to London cheerfully and of his own free 

will. It would be proper to assume that the loyal men of Cheshire 

and Wales would not have attempted a rescue under such circumstances* 

The remainder of the events leading to the "abdication" and 1

1Jbid., p. 221.
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the death of Richard present an anti-climax to the troubled 

reign of Richard II. Richard was imprisoned in the Tower of London 

where Henry kept him under heavy gisrd. There remain but two 

events which demand investigation and these are the surrender of 

the Crown and the death of Richard.

Henry of Lancaster was confronted with a number of problems 

after he had captured Richard and had decided to claim the throne 

for himself. Henry realized that claiming the English Crown by 

right of conquest would not only destroy the sanction of hereditary 

kingship but it would also create a chaotic condition by the fact 

that if his usurpation fcy ri^it of conquest were legalized by 

parliament any revolutionary in the future could use such precedent 

to justify his aims* It was necessary for Henry to justify his 

seizure of the throne by other claims. Henry ordered a special 

commission to search the scriptoria in all the important monast

eries in an attempt to find evidence of his heriditary claim to 

the throne through Edmund Crouchback. The report of this special 

commission was a bitter disappointment to Henry since no real 

evidence was discovered which would support tte old crouchback 

legend, but Henry would not be stopped by lack of evidence as the 

paragraph below testifies.

Henry persisted in pressing his hereditary title, and only 
buttressing it with his claim by right of conquest. It was 
asking contemporaries to believe the Crouchback Legend* If 

the legend were true, the first three Edwards and Richard II
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were not legitimate Kings, and Henry of Lancaster was the 
rightful King through his mother Blanche of Lancaster. 1

The legend existed, and Henry, the master propagandist, would

not be stopped by lack of evidence. He insisted on using the

legend to justify his usurpation of the throne.

The so-called "abdication" of King Richard is filled with

obscurities and inconsistencies which may never be answered, but

enough evidence is presented to indicate that Richard may have

never consented to abdication. William Shakespeare reveals a

Richard who, all to willingly, gives up his throne, but Hilaire

Bellow states that there was no reason why Richard should consent 2.

to abdicate. Abdication on the part of Richard certainly would 

not solve a major problem which confronted Henry, parliament had 

established that the eight-year-old Edmund Mortimer, Earl of March, 

was the heir presumptive to the crown. Henry, the defender of the 

parliamentary system, presented another of his inconsistencies when 

he claimed the throne over Mortimer whom Parliament had decided 

would be the next ruler of England in the event that Richard should 

not have an heir.

The abdication of King Richard II is recorded in the parliament 

Rolls as well as in most of the Lancastrian chronicles, but there 

is evidence to support the assumption that the records do not pre

sent the truth. Hutchison relates the following in respect to the 

"abdication" of Richard:

1
I b i d . ,  p .  2 2 4 . B e l l o c ,  o £ .  c i t . ,  p ,  1 5 2 .
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On the day before Parliament had been summoned to meet, a 
deputation, which included Northumberland and representatives 
of the Church and the Law, called upon Richard in the Tower 
and suggested that, in accordance with the supposed agreement 
at Conway, he should abdicate. Richard asked for time to read 
what he was about to sign, and also for an interview with 
Henry. Both requests were granted, and, later in the day,
Henry and. Archbishop Arundel went to the Tower for the final 
scene. x

The paragraph above is taken from the accounts of the Lancastrian 

chroniclers and is paraphrased by Hutchison. The decision at Conway, 

presumably, is a Lancastrian fabrication since Btlloc states that 

no such decision had been reached between Richard and Henry at 

Conway Castle. It would have unecessary for Henry to have made 

Richard captive at Conway had Richard agreed to abdication. Hilaire 

Belloc makes the observations in respect to the abdication in the 

paragraph below.

If Richard had, indeed, promised to abdicate at Conway, 
how can we account for the fact that Henry, when he later 
received that cousin, publicly reiterated his intention to 
"help him in governing England?" ^

The Lancastrian chronicles attempt to confirm the fact that 

Richard H  abdicated and chose as his successor his cousin, Henry, 

but both Hilaire Belloc and Harold Hutchison are inclined to 

believe that Richard was neither given a trial before parliament 

nor did he actually abdicate. Hilaire Belloc makes the following 

statements: • I

I " "
Hutchison, 0£. cit., pp, 225-226.

2 B e l l o c ,  o p . c i t « ,  p p . 1 5 2 -1 5 3 .



1 18

The great Council of the Realm, the nobles and prelates 
(with squires and merchants attendant as commons}, was to meet 
that autumn on September 20th in ?jestminster Hall. The prisoner 
had been promised access to it. He was betrayed for the last 
time, and his access to Parliament denied, m  his place a 
document was produced before the Assembly on September 30th, 
purporting to be Richard«s own voluntary resignation of the 
Crown— dated September 29th, the day before, and filled with 
aosurdities. Henry coonitted his last perjury and claimed the , 
Crown, which the subservient assembly allowed without protest. 1

Belloc gives no supporting evidence for his assumptions, but

Hutchison offers more conclusive evidence in respect to the exact

nature of Richard's supposed abdication. The latter uses as the

authority for his assumptions the French chronicle, Chronique de la

Traison et Mort de Richard II, and the report below is consistent

with the established character of the man, Richard plantagenet.

Henry first summoned Richard in his presence, a n d  Richard 
haughtily refused. Henry and the others then waited on the 
Kihg. At the sight of Rutland, Richard's anger could not be 
contained— he cha rged York as a villain and his son as a 
traitor. Rutland threw down his bonnet as a challenge, and 
the King kicked it away in wrath. ^

It was at this meeting that Henry promised Richard that nothing

unreasonable would be done him, but when Richard asked for a fair

trial Henry answered his cousin in the following words: »my lord,

3
be not afraid, nothing unreasonable shall be done to you.'

King Richard had asked Henry for a fair trial and Henry refused.

It is interesting to note that the pieulacres Chronicle 

states that Richard resigned his crown to God, and various French 

chronicles, the pieulacres chronicle and the Giles' chronicle

. 2 3
Ibid., p, 155. Hutchison, op. cit., p. 226. ibid., p. 227.
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all mention the fact that Richard requested a fair trial* 1 The 

The pro-Lancastrian chronicles state that Richard had agreed to 

surrender the crown at Conway, but, the foregoing discussion of 

the treachery at Conway tends to reveal that Henry tricked his 

cousin and then forced him to surrender unconditionally.

Parliament was called and met on Tuesday, September 30th.,

1399 in the palace of Westminster. There are many conflicting

reports in connection with this meeting, and there is grave doubt

that Richard was permitted to attend the session of Parliament in

person. Hutchison gives the following account of this parliamentary

session which is in direct contrast with the account of Froissart*

Froissart, however, was not present at the trial.

There were representatives of the »estates of parliament» but 
also a great crowd of the London citizens, and, although the 
assembly had been summoned by King Richard, the throne was 
empty. Constitutional and legal historians have pointed out
that this assembly cannot properly be called a parliament__
it ignored such customary procedure as the presence of the 
King, the opening speech or sermon of the Chancellor, the 
choice of a speaker by the commons, the appointment of 
receivers and triers of petitions, and the usual judicial 
functions of a »correct» Parliament. But Henry was in a 
hurry. ^

Froissart, on the other hand, gives the following account of 

the Parliamentary trial of King Richard, but it must be remembered 

that although Froissart was a contemporary of Richard’s he was not 

present at the trial and he had obtained his information later 

from nobles who were living under the govern»® nt of Henry iv.

1
I b i d . ,  p .  2 2 7 .

2
I b i d . ,  p p . 2 2 7 -2 2 8 .
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King Richard was released from his prison, a n d  entered the 
hall which had been prepared for the occasion, royally dressed, 
the septre in his hand, and the crown on his head, but without 
supporters on either side« He addressed the company as follows; 
»1 have reigned king of England, duke of Aquitaine, and lord 
of Ireland, about twenty-two years, which royalty, lordship, 
septre, and crown, I now freely and willingly resign to my 
cousin, Henry of Lancaster, and entreat of him, in the presence 

- of you all, to accept this septre." i

The version, which Froissart inserts in his chronicle, is the

officially approved version of the Lancastrian House, it was

imperative that everyone believe that Richard surrendered the

Crown willingly, because Richard still had numerous followers who

could and would come to his aid if they believed that their King

was forced into abdication.

The facts of the trial will probably never be established 

with certainty, but it seems more logical to assume that Richard 

would not wantonly resign his crown since it is not consistent with 

his nature. Henry, on the other hand, could not risk the appearance 

of Richard before parliament even though the body was packed in 

favor of Lancaster. The insurrection which occurred after Richard's 

capture and which involved staunch supporters of the Richardian 

faction seems to prove that Richard did not willingly abdicate.

If Richard had abdicated his followers would have no cause to 

attempt to keep Richard as their monarch.

The trial of Richard and its proceedings are listed in 

the Rolls of parliament, and the actual charges against Richard

■^Froissart, 0£. cit., p. 698.
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contain interesting implications. The trial opened by a reading 

of the abdication signed by King Richard and then the "grevious 

charges" against the King were read to justify the actions which 

Henry and Parliament were about to take. Richard was charged with 

squandering his possessions and placing grevious burdens of taxation 

upon his people • The King was condemned further for all the acts 

comnitted against the state for the entire period of his reign; 

notwithstanding the fact that Richard actually ruled but for a 

short period of time without a Board of Councellors chosen by 

Parliament and the nobles, parliament continued by condemning 

Richard of wrongfully accusing his peers at Shrewsbury and thereby 

effecting their condemnation. The King was charged with being 

responsible for the "rebellion” of de yere, who withstood the

1
forces of Gloucester led by Henry golingbroke at Radcot Bridge.

The Deposition parliament continued by accusing Richard 

of causing the death of the "Appellants”, whom they assumed to be 

defenders of English rights, parliament also continued by accusing 

Richard of illegal financial extortions from those who were involved 

in the "Appellant Affair" of 1386-8. The King was further accused 

of attempting to effect his statutes by applying to the pope for 

confirmation of his laws— even to the ex-communication for those 

who did not obey the statutes. Richard was charged further with 

extorting sums of money from whole counties charged with treason,

1
H u tc h is o n , o p . c i t . ,  p p .  2 2 8 -2 2 9 .
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and for using the device of blank charters to extort more money 

and for misusing the court of the Earl Marshal contrary to Magna 

Carta clause 13. Richard had employed forced oaths and had tam

pered with ecclesiastical justice. Finally, Richard was accused 

of wrongfully exiling the Archbishop of Canterbury and of murdering 

his uncle, Gloucester. ^

Richard was not permitted to answer in his own behalf, but,

on the contrary, was not even present at the trial as the speech

of the Bishop of Carlisle implies.

W  Ifrds, you have well and truly heard the accusations that 
my 1/3rd the Duke has made against King Richard; and it appears 
to me that you are about to give judgnent, and to condemn"
King Richard, without hearing what he has to answer, or even 
his being present. ^

The only defense which Richard had in the packed parliament was the 

corageous speech made by Thomas Merke, Bishop of Carlisle, but the 

speech quoted in part above could not save the King from the men 

desirecus of his complete destruction. The trial ended and there 

are good reasons to presume that Richard was never permitted to 

defend himself. The usurper then stepped foreward and made the 

following speech*

‘in the name of Fadir, son and Roly Cost, I Henry of Lancastr', 
chalenge yis Rewme of England and the Corone, w i t h  all ye 
membres and ye appurtences ther to, als i yt am desendit be 
right lyne of the Blode Comyng fro the gude lorde Kyng Henry 
therde, and thorghe yat ryght yat qod of his grace hath sent 
me, with helpe of my Kyn and of my Frendes to recover it; the 
which Rewme was in poynt to ben undone, for defaut of Govern
ance and undoyng of the gode Lawes.» 3

1 I b i d . ,  P .  2 2 8 -2 2 9 . 2 I b i d . ,  p .  2 3 1 . 3 I b i d . ,  p .  2 2 9 .
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The Deposition parliament ended its hearings and Henry seized the 

opportunity to proclaim himself King of England. Richard of 

Bordeaux was reduced to a simple knight awaiting the pleasure of 

his new master* Henry wasted no time in having himself crowned after 

the decisions of the Deposition Parliament. Henry t v  was crowned 

King of England on October 13, 139?, and immediately began preparing 

to defend his insecure title to the throne.

Shortly after the coronation a plot against the life of 

Henry was planned by some of the loyal followers of Richard, it 

is from the accounts of Froissart that the details of this plot 

is learned.

The earl of Huntingdon, brother to king rtichard, though 
married to the sister of king Henry, could not forget his 
treatment of the late king, and more than the earl of Salis
bury. They had a secret meeting near Oxford, on the means to 
deliver Richard of Bordeaux from the Tower of London, destroy 
king Henry, and throw the country into confusion.

The plot was discovered by King Henry and the instigators in the

affair were captured and killed. The obscurity of history relating

to this plot does not permit one to draw definite conclusions, but

there is every indication that Rutland, the son of the Duke of

York, informed Henry of the plot. The plot sealed the fate of

Richard, and from this time Henry realized that he would not be

safe until Richard was dead. The details of the treason of

Aumerle or Rutland is given in a previous chapter of this thesis.

^ F r o i s s a r t ,  o p .  c i t . ,  p .  7 0 4 .
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The manner in which Richard met his death will probably 

never be established with historical accuracy, but Hutchison 

mentions the minutes of Henry's council dated February 8, 1400 

which states as follows*

•if Richard the late King be alive, as it is supposed he is, 
it be ordered that he be well and surely guarded for the sal
vation of the state* * * * but if he be dead, that then he be 
openly shown to the people, that they might have knowledge 
thereof.» 1

The quotation above is taken from the Minutes of the privy Council 

and they are, as one can see, loaded with implication, it can be 

assumed from the very wording that Henry expected Richard to die, 

or that Richard was already dead, a  week after the above request 

Richard was proclaimed deadl

The French version of Richard's death states that piers 

Exton murdered Richard in prison, but it is more logical to assume 

that Henry would not risk murder of his cousin. The rigors of 

a medieval prison in February were more than enough to kill a man 

much stronger than Richard. Hutchison reveals the stories of 

Richard's death.

The Lancastrian story was that he had starved himself to death; 
Adam of Usk says that he perished heartbroken, fettered, and 
»tormented by sir Thomas swinford with starving fare'; the 
French Chroniclers give the story of his murder by Sir piers 
Exton, which Shakespeare followed. The truth will never be 
fully known, but in 1871, when Dean Stanley examined the skeleton 
of Richard in the tomb at Westminster Abbey, he found no marks 
of violence on skull or frame. ^ 1

1 2 
Hutchison, op. cit., pp, 234-235. ibid., p. 235*
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It is improbable that Richard met his death through any act of 

violence. The rigors of a medieval dungeon in mid-winter could 

easily perform the task of eliminating Henry's rival. Henry could 

then easily fabricate the Lancastrian story that Richard had 

starved himself to death. The known facts concerning the character 

of Richard do not conform to the Lancastrian stories of a mentally 

unbalanced man who starved himself to death. Richard had been 

defeated before, and Gloucester had threatened Richard with deposit

ion, imprisonment and even death, but Richard had constantly fought 

his uncle aid his powerful faction and eventually succeeded in 

eliminating Gloucester as a threat. Richard knew that he had loyal 

followers, who, in the near or distant future, might try to rescue 

him. Richard could wait as he waited before, but the usurper,

King Henry IV, could not wait. Henry realized that he would not 

be secure in his position until Richard was dead. Henry took the 

obvious courseI

Richard was dead and Henry ordered that his body be encased 

in lead except for the head which was left exposed. Hutchison 

gives an account of the funeral in the words which follow:

The corpse of Richard was taken by easy stages to London, 
its face exposed to the people, so that all men might know 
that Henry was unchallenged King. At every chief town on the 
way a halt was made until the procession finally reached 
Cheapside and St. Paul's, where in two days some 20,000 people 
saw the last of Richard. The body was buried without state 
ceremony in the Dominican priory of King's Langley in Hertford
shire, and it was only received into Westminster Abbey by per
mission of Henry V in 1416. 1

1
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There is no necessity of investigating the rumors ttet 

Richard did not die but escaped to Scotland where he lived the 

remaining years of his life in madness. Henry would not have 

risked exposing the body of »feudelyn,who, it was reputed, looked 

like Richard. Thousands of Richard»s former subjects viewed the 

body of the deposed King as it journeyed from London to Hertford

shire and many of these, who knew their former King well, would 

have discovered a hoax, creton, the old friend and companion of 

Richard on the ill-fated expedition to Ireland, believed the story 

of Richard's escape, perhaps Creton's deep love for Richard in

spired his ungrounded hopes that Richard might be alive, creton, 

who had escaped to France, made a journey to Scotland to investigate 

the stories, creton returned to prance and began writing bitterly 

about Richard's death and the need for revenge. Finally, the 

French court certainly believed Richard dead, since Isabelle, the 

child-wife of Richard, was married to the son of the Duke of Orleans 

in 140 4.



CHAPTER VI

HISTORY VERSUS THE DRAMA OF SHAKESPEARE

There are many inconsistencies revealed in the drama, The 

Tragedy of King Richard the Second, when it is compared with 

accepted historical facts. It is not the purpose of this thesis 

to condemn Shakespeare for inconsistency, but rather to enumerate 

and denote the differences which exist in Shakespeare's evaluation 

of the character of King Richard from that which is considered 

historical fact.

The differences present themselves in the opening scene 

of the first act of Shakespeare's drama. The Honorable Albert S. 0. 

Canning makes the following observations concerning the character 

of Richard II as he appears in Shakespearean drama*

The first scene introduces at once the chief characters 
in the drama— ‘the weak, excitable, imprudent King, occasionally 
displaying high spirit, but usually indolent, nervous, and 
often fanciful; while the brave, shrewd, resolute Bolingbroke 
appears in many respects a fine specimen of the English character 
-»daring, fearless, and enterprising when young; cautious, wise, 
and reflecting when in middle age. i

There is a tendency among Shakespearean scholars to present 

their own viewpoints as those which they assume the dramatist in

tended; it is difficult to determine the intention of such a comr- 

plex man as was William Shakespeare from either one act or one 

s c e n e  o f  a n y  s i n g u a l r  dram a» The e n t i r e  drama m u st b e  r e v ie w e d  f o r

Albert. S* G* Canning» Shakespeare Studied in S i x  plays 
(Philadelphia* George w* Jacobs and Co., i906), pp. ¿50-251.
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total effect before definite conclusions can be drawn concerning 

intended effect of a particular scene or act. The historical 

series of which the drama, The Tragedy of King Richard the s e cond, 

is a part must be reviewed before total effect can be determined.

The study must include the dramas, The First part of King Henry the 

Fourth, The Second part of Ring Henry the Fourth, and possibly 

The Life of King Henry the Fifth. It is only through a study of 

the actions and the intentions revealed in the four dramas mentioned 

above that definite conclusions can be reached in respect to the 

intended effect which Shakespeare wishes to create. The dramas 

in which King Henry IV plays the leading role reveal a type of 

guilt complex in the King as well as dissention and political 

unrest among his subjects which dates back to the usurpation.

King Henry v in the latter drama reveals a recognition of the 

nature of the guilt of Henry IV and an attempted restitution on 

the part of Henry V. The bad government under Richard II, the

guilt of Henry IV, and the restitution of Henry v complete a picture 

of Shakespeare’s intent and combine to form his political philosophy. 

Some kings may be bad, but it is better to suffer under a bad king 

than to destroy the institution of English monarchy by in t e m e c t i n e  

strife.

There are two presumptions in respect to the character of 

Richard which can be made with a degree of certainty in the first 

scene of the first act. The high sense of regality, which Richard 

believes the office of monarch confirms, is definitely present ih



1 29

both the manner and the words of the King. The concluding speech

of Richard at the end of the first scene presents this impression.

King. We were not born to sue, but to command;
Which since we cannot do to make you friends 
Be ready, as your lives shall answer it,

At Coventry upon Saint Lambert's day. (i, i, I96-I99)

Richard arrives at the decision that the quarrel between Henry

Bolingbroke and Thomas Lfcwbray can be settled only by combat, but

the quotation is important for the first line which reveals the

inner thoughts of Richard concerning his own regality.

The opening scene of the drama of Shakespeare is important

for another impression of Richard's character which is merely

implied. Richard is afraid of his cousin, Heniy golingbroke, but

the extent and the nature of this fear is not defined.

King. Tell me, moreover, hast thou sounded him 
If ne appeal the Duke on ancient malice,
Or worthily, as a good subject should,

On some known ground of treachery in him? (1 , i, 8-11)

Subsequent events reveal the nature of Richard's fear which he

voices to his uncle, John of Gaunt, in the passage above. Richard

fears that henry might bring up the issue of Gloucester's murder.

The opening scenes of Shakespeare's play correspond to

the period in the reign of King Richard which is filled with

historical controversy. Richard found it necessary to seize control

of his kingdom and to dispose of Gloucester to preserve his position.

The Polls of the parliament for the year 1397 reflect the

opinions which King Richard held in respect to his position as English
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monarch. These parliamentary proceedings contain an opening 

address made by the Bishop of Exeter, chancellor to Richard and 

reflect the attitude which must have been predominent in the 

mind of the King.

A mixed monarchy is anarchy, a true king must be strong 
to rule, the laws must be lawfully executed, the duty of all 
subjects is obedience, the king is the father of his subjects 
and the fountain of law and justice, and the first duty of his 
Parliament is to watch over and protect the royal prerogative 
and all that it implies. 1

Richard assumes a position in history as a king whose 

political thought can best be defined as pre-Magna Carta, but this 

designation need not condemn Richard as a tyrant. The Magna Carta 

was drawn up to protect the rights of nobles, but it was not inter

preted in the democratic sense in fourteenth century England, jt 

was necessary for Richard to take strong measures to protect both 

himself and his kingdom from the tyranny of factious nobles.

There exist in the drama of Shakespeare certain inconsisten

cies in relation to minor characters, but it is not necessary to 

review each deviation from history to arrive at definite conclusions 

concerning the characters of King Richard and Henry Rolingbroke.

The Duke of Gloucester's name does not appear on the Dramatis 

Personae of the drama, The Tragedy of King Richard the Second, 

but his influence is strongly sensed. The murder of Gloucester 

plays an important role in the drama although it occurred prior 

to the opening scenes of the drama and Shakespeare reveals it

^Harold v. Hutchison, The Hollow prawn (New York: The John 

Day Company, 1961), p. 2(30.
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only through exposition. The speech of John of Gaunt reveals the

guilt of Richard in relation to the death of Gloucester.

Gaunt> God's is the quarrel; for God's substitute 
His deputy anointed in his sight,
Hath caus'd his death; the which if wrongfully,
Let heaven revenge; for I may never lift
An anfery arm against his minister. ( I, ii, 37-42)

Shakespeare permits Gaunt to brand Richard as the murderer of the

Duke of Gloucester, but he fails to mention the events preceding

the capture and the execution of Gloucester. Hilaire Belloc replies

to the indictment of William Shakespeare in respect to Richard's

guilt in the death of Gloucester.

After the murder of Richard and the successful Lancastrian 
usurpation, a circumstantial and detailed story with witnesses 
was put about that Gloucester had been put to death by force; 
smothered. It may be so; but no sufficient proof was offered, 
or, rather, such as was offered was clearly under official 
pressure, for full examination was refused. ■*-

There is the possibility that Richard may have had Gloucester

executed, but it must be remembered that Gloucester, while alive,

was a constant threat to the Crown as well as the very life of

Richard.

The character of Henry Bolingbroke must be analysed along 

with the character of Richard to arrive at a complete pic tire of 

Shakespeare's intention as well as the significance of the Lancastrian 

revolution. Henry assures Richard that his charges against Thomas 

Mowbray are not inveterate in the first scene of the first act in

Hilaire Belloc, a  History of England (London* G* P. putnam's 
Sons, 1928), III, 146.



132

the drama of Shakespeare» Henry breaks his promises and reveals 

his own duplicity as soon as he is permitted to speak» He charges 

Thomas Mowbray with the murder of Gloucester, but both Henry and 

Richard know that the charges are directed against the King. The 

quarrel which led to the banishments of both Henry Bolingbroke and 

Thomas Mowbray forms a vast field for speculation by historians as 

well as by literary critics. Literary critics use the Shakespearean 

scene to accuse Richard of gross injustices in respect to the 

treatment of his cousin, Henry Bolingbroke. Froissart, a contemporary 

of Richard*s, even criticises Richard for the injust banishment 

of Bolingbroke. The trial, it must be remembered, was held in 

accordance with medieval judicial procedure and the decision was 

made by the King, his Council, and the father of Henry, John of 

Gaunt. Henry was a member of the original '»Appellants" who had 

been active in the Gloucester treason against the Crown. Henry 

had even led an army against the forces of Richard, had defeated 

the small army of de Vere, and later had been instrumental in 

keeping Richard under subjection to the Gloucester faction.

Harold Hutchison evaluates the banishment of Henry in the 

paragraph below, aid it is from the paragraph quoted that pre

judice and propaganda against Richard are implied.

The English chroniclers make much play with the general un
popularity of the verdict, and especially with the supposed 
injustice to Hereford. But the English chroniclers were monks 
writing for Lancastrians, and, in an affair which was properly 
an affair of Chivalry, it is as well to take notice of the 
chronicler of Chivalry. ^

^Hutchison, op. c i t ., p. 197.
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Hutchison states that the evaluation of the verdict banishing 

Henry is made by chroniclers who are pro-Lancastrian in their 

bias and, therefore, are not necessarily accurate in their assump

tions •

The fourth scene of the first act in the drama of Shakes

peare reveals the popularity of Henry as well as the potential 

threat to Richard and the crown.

King* . . . . . . . . . .  .......... .
Off goes his bonnet to an oyster-wenchj
A brace of draymen bid God speed him well
And had the tribute of his supple knee,
As were our England in reversion his,
Ane he our subjects* next degree in hope. ( I, iv, 31-36) 

Henry, like his predecessor in intrigue, Gloucester, sought to 

bolster his plans by courting the common people. Richard recog

nizes this fact in the quotation above and fears that Henry will 

try to make England his. Harold Hutchison confirms the impression 

created by Shakespeare as he describes the departure of Henry 

from England in the following words?

The puke of Hereford was made of sterner stuff, and was given 
a farewell which may have been the beginning of temptation.
It was said that 40,000 Londoners saw him depart for the Kent 
coast, and mixed their farewells with tears and lamentations.

The source of information for the paragraph above must be the

accounts of Froissart, but it cannot be established with certainty.

Hutchison states that the tremendous farewell which Henry received

from the Londoners may have been the »»beginning of temptation.»» jt

1
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is more logical to assume that the farewell ovation described above 

was more than the beginning of temptation. Henry had been involved 

in treason against the Crown prior to his exile jourhey out of 

England. The farewells of the Londoners decided the matter for 

Henryj he wsuld attempt actions against Richard as soon as oppor

tunity presented itself.

Some of the principal charges of the Deposition council 

against Richard are mentioned by the King, himself, in the con

cluding lines of the last s e m e  of the first act. Richard is

speaking about his intended Irish campaign and the manner in which 

he will raise money»

King. We will ourself in person to tlb-is war;
And for our coffers, with too great a court 
And liberal largess, are grown somewhat light,
We are enforc»d to farm our royal realm,
The revenues whereof shall furnish us
For our affairs in hand. If tint come short,
Our substitutes at home shall have blank charters,
Whereto, when they shall know what men are rich,
They shall suscribe them for large sums of gold 
And send them after to supply our wants,
For we will make for Ireland presently. ( i, iv, 42-52)

King Richard is damned as a tyrant out of his own mouth in the

speech quoted above. The charges which Shakespeare msntions in

his drama do have historical significance, and each of these are

discussed in the historical section of this thesis. Richard did

retain a large number of court followers, but the actual members

of his personal court were no greater than the plantagenets who

had preceded him. Harold Hutchison indicts Richard in a much milder
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manner.

Let Richard plead guilty to a love of pomp and ceremony.
. . .  Richard had inherited a resplendent crown, and he tried 
to live up to its splendour.

King Richard was a patron of the arts of the goldsmith, the jeweller, 

and the embroiderer as well as the patron of architects, artists, 

sculptors, and writers, but the King should not be judged too 

severely for his fostering culture in an age, which previous to 

his reign, had spent large sums of money in conducting a war which 

was little more than a prolonged stalemate.

The forced loans, crooked pardons, blank charters as well 

as the <le plesaunce1 of Richard are concrete charges which can be 

established historically, but these charges must not be judged out 

of their historical context. Pfrigland was still in an age of bar

barism during the reign of Richard, and the Middle Ages only 

appear glamorous from historical distance. Richard found it 

necessary to combat both the rebellious nobles as well as the 

rebel counties and towns who had taken up arms against the Crown 

on terms similar to those which had been forced upon Richard by 

the nobles and parliament. Richard forced his subjects to take 

oaths to uphold his Parliament of 1397— 8» jt was this parliament 

which established the ascendancy of Richard. Richard issued 

general pardons for all who had sided with the Appellants in 1387-8 

if they would make financial agreements with the King. The

1
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counties which had taken up arras against the pring were required 

to submit themselves as peaceful subjects to Richard and pay a 

sum of money for their pardons* The proctors of the various count

ies were forced to sign blank charters for security and the King 

could write in any sum that he chose. This was blackmail on the 

part of Richard, but the armed supporters of the King were weak 

in comparison to the powerful armed strength of some of the 

unruly barons* The attempt on the part of Richard to make his 

people subject to him must not be ciiti cised too severely, Richard 

realized that a divided monarchy is a weak one; he attempted to 

make further revolt by the factious nobles impossible through 

a type of financial indebtedness to the croivn. Harold Hutchison 

evaluates the charges of treason against Richard and concludes 

as follows*

The irritation of the succession of oath-takings, the crooked 
pardon which condemned the seventeen richest counties of 
Eh gland to ignominious submission and weighty fines, the blank 
charters which committed the richest citizens to unknown 
penalties for unknown crimes— -here was a technique nearer to 
folly than tyranny. 1

Drastic measures were needed to bring the rebels to submission, but 

the methods vhich King Richard used were somewhat foolhardy} although 

Richard had no other means of exerting force,

John of Gaunt dies in the first scene of the second act in 

the drama of Shakespeare, The character of Richard is completely

''ibid., p . 203.
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destroyed by this scene in Shakespeare's play. John of Gaunt 

condemns Richard and his bad government shortly before he dies. 

The seizure of the Lancastrian estates iianediately following the

death of Gaunt creates the impression of an avaricious King who,

like the undertaker’s man and the charwoman in the famous

Christmas story of Charles Dickens, is eager to rob his uncle of

his bed sheets. Historically the seizure of the Lancastrian

estates has different significance. Richard tampered with the

Rolls of Parliament, which had established that Henry Bolingbroke

would receive any inheritance during his exile, so that he could

prevent Henry from beooming the most powerful baron in England.

Hilaire Belloc mentions this fact in his historical accounts.

On March 18 Richard, with the assent of his parliamentary 
committee, declared his cousin an exile for life, cancelled the 
letters patent by which he had been given leave to delegate 
his rights to his proctors, and declared the whole Lancaster 
inheritance to have escheated to the crown.

The lenient punishment of Henry must be explained at this point,

because it he s definite bearing on Richard’s association with 

John of Gaunt. Richard did not banish Hairy as a traitor and 

take away his inheritance, because he loved John of Gaunt and 

did not wish to cause his uncle grief. The punishment and exile 

of Henry was too mild for a man who had led an army against the

l
King, and, just prior to his exile, was plotting with Gloucester 

to overthrow the government of Richard. Richard could change his

Belloc, op. cit., p. 145.
1
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lenient sentence against Henry after Gaunt's death, because the 

one man whom he desired not to hurt was past hurt.

Henry Bolingbroke breaks the oath of banishment and returns 

to England in the third scene of the second act in the drama of 

Shakespeare. Henry begins to alienate the powerful lords from 

the King and assures them that he has returned to England but to 

claim his just inheritance. It is interesting to note that this 

assurance proceeds from the mouth of Northumberland who assures 

the Duke of York tha t Henry has no designs upon the Crown.

North. The noble Duke hath sworn his coming is
But for his own; and for the right that
We all have strongly sworn to give him aid;

And let him never see joy that breaks that oath] ( II, iid.,148-151) 

Evidently Shakespeare assumes that Henry convinced Northumberland 

that the insurrection is to gain back the Lancastrian estates.

The question arises at this point both in the drama of Shakespeare 

and in history whether or not Bolingbroke intended to take more 

than his Lancastrian estates at t h e  very outset of the revolution.

Henry was an opportunist, but there is every reason to believe 

that Henry returned to England desiring more than his father's 

estates. Raphael Holinshed reveals that the plot against Richard 

may have been begun in France.

. . .  diverse of the nobilitie, as well as prelates as other 
and like wise manie of the magistrates and rulers of the cities, 
townes and communaltie, here in England . . . (sent to urge 
Hereford, now Duke of Lancaster, to come back home] promising 
him their aid, power and assistance, if he expelling K. Richard,
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as a man not. meet for the office he bare, would take upon him 
the scepter, rule and obedience of his native land and religion. 1

The historical accounts of the Chronicles of Holinshed are biased 

in favor of the House of Lancaster, but tte report above reveals 

that solingbroke did intend to take more than ths Lancastrian 

estates when he returned to England.

The question arises whether or not Henry Bolingbroke was 

justified in starting a revolution against his cousin. There is 

reason to believe that Henry may have received encouragement from 

both nobles and oommons, but it must be determined whether the 

grievances against Richard were serious enough to warrant a revolu

tion. The political philosophy of william Shakespeare must be 

analysed to determine whether or not the dramatist justifies the 

usurpation of the throne by Henry Bolingbroke. Henry IV indicts 

himself in the fourth act of the drama entitled The Second Bart of 

King Henry the Fourth.

King. ................. * ................
Come hither, Harry, sit thou by my bed,
And hear, I think, the very latest counsel 
That ever I shall breathe. God knows, my son,
By what bypaths and indirect crook'd ways 
I met this crownj and I myself know well 2 
How troublesome it sat upon my head. . . .

The self-indictment quoted above is without the scope of study of

^"Geoffrey Bullough (ed#), Narrative and Dramatic Sources 
of Shakespeare (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, i960), III, 397.

George iynian Kittredge (ed.), The Second part of Ringr‘fftnry 

the Fourth: The complete Works of Shakespeare (Boston: Ginn and 

Company, 1936), iv, v, 182-187.

2
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this thesis since it introduces another drama, but the self-indict

ment clarifies Shakespeare's position which is revealed further by 

the speech of the Bishop of Carlisle« The noble Bishop is defending 

Richard at the Deposition Council.

C a r . ................. * ..............
Would God that any in this noble presence 
Were enough noble to be upright judge 
Of noble Richard.' Then true noblesse would 
Learn him forbearance from so foul a wrong.
What subject can give sentence on his king?
And who sits here that is not Richard's subject?
Thieves are not judg'd but they are by to hear,
Although apparent guilt be seen in them;
And shall the figure of God's majesty,
His captain, steward, deputy elect,
Anointed, crowned, planted many years,
Be judg'd by subject and inferior breath,
And he himself not present? o, forfend it God 
That, in a Christian climate, souls refin'd
Should show so neinous, black, obscene a deedl (IV, i, 117-131) 

The political philosophy of Shakespeare becomes quite clegr in the 

study of the two speeches quoted above. Henry is guilty of leading 

an insurrection against a true English king, and furthermore, Henry 

is guilty of the death of Richard and the unpardonable sin of 

deposing a king. No subject has the light to sit in judgment of 

his king. Shakespeare does interject his own Tudor political 

philosophy into the drama to proclaim the rights of kings, but, 

as it is stated in a previous chapter of this thesis, the dramatist 

also recognizes individual rights and these are revealed by the 

speeches of John of Gaunt. Elizabethan England was fearful of a 

disputed succession after the death of Elizabeth and this is re

flected in the drama although rather obscurely. The philosophy
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of William Shakespeare briefly is as follows: there may be bad kings, 

but it is better to suffer under a bad king rather than destroy 

the institution of English monarchy through revolution. The warnings 

of Carlisle can be applied directly to the revolution begun by 

Oliver Cromwell through vdiom the English were to learn a lesson 

they would never forget. Bishop Carlisle could be saying that 

for the Englishmen it is better to have a bad king than a Cromwell.

The historical interpretation of the usurpation has been 

investigated in the previous chapter, only the important phases 

can be mentioned. Richard did sequester the Lancastrian estates 

thereby evoking the wrath of Henry, who needed but an excuse to 

start a revolution. The King was responsible for many harsh acts 

during the latter part of his reign, but these acts assume the 

nature of folly rather than tyranny as Harold Hutchison states.

Richard desired to place the warlike nobles and the unruly towns 

and counties under his subjection, but he chose the wrong method 

of suppression. Prior to this Richard had lost the support of 

some of the factions of English nobility when he had attempted 

a peaceful settlement of the Hundred year's war. Richard's taxation 

was unpopular with the nobles and the commons, but the taxes of 

Edward III and later the taxes of Henry IV were as unpopular as 

Richard's. The reign of Richard H ,  therefore, was unpopular with 

certain factions in the class of nobility and the common class, but 

Richard of Bordeaux was a man of importance in history. He was
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a pioneer in that field of English political thought which recog

nizes that a country must be unified under the leadership of a 

central government and not, as was the case in fourteenth century 

aigland, a dis-united mass of iinglish barons each attempting to 

further his own ends before those of the crown. Richard was also 

a pioneer in the field of international politics; he introduced 

the method of peaceful negotiation between nations and introduced 

diplomacy as the method for international agreements.

The actual struggle which King Richard H  had to face during 

his troublesome reign was one which involved the rights of nobility 

versus the rights of monarchs. Richard expounded the monarchical 

theory of the divine right of kings which the Tudors were later to 

make part of their political philosophy, it was necessary in a 

barbarous age to have a unifying force which could bring the various 

warlike factions in medieval society under one rule. Richard saw 

the weaknesses of his own society and desired to establish a monarchy 

which can be classified as pre-Magna Carta* The warlike nobles 

did not appreciate such restraints on their new-found freedoms 

since the signing of the Magna Carta, but the nobles were desireous 

of freedom from restraint so that they could join with or oppose 

the king at will. Richard attempted to bring the warlike factions 

under his control thereby establishing unity out of chaos, but the 

noblity of the fourteenth century did not recognize the need for 

a strong central government but inclined rather to a weak central 

government supported by the good m i l  of nobles.
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The rapid collapse of Richard's govern:*nt after the landing 

of Bolingbroke is revealed in the drama of Shakespeare, The Tragedy 

of King Richard the Second, but the drama leaves the impression that 

Richard is deserted by all his subjects which would indicate that 

Richard's government was totally bad. The propaganda campaigns of 

the Duke of Gloucester and later Henry Bolingbroke were very 

effective in alienating Richard's subjects from him. The rights 

granted to nobles in the Magna Carta and the ideas of freedom in 

the common man which grew out of the Peasant's Revolt set the stage 

for the downfall of Richard. Both the nobility and the common man 

desired more freedom, and Richard did not desire to grant such 

ireedon since he desired first to make England a strong, unified 

nation. Bolingbroke, the opportunist, took advantage of this 

unrest and laid his plans accordingly, Hutchison states that 

after Richard returned to England from Ireland he found that his 

army and his subjects had deserted him. Harold Hutchison reveals 

the fact that after Henry landed at Ravenspur he began a propaganda 

campaign from Pontefract castle. Henry sent out letters to all 

classes of citizens urging them to join in the revolt and stating 

that Richard was attempting to hold them in greater subjection and 

harder bondage. The propaganda of Bolingbroke was so effective 

because all classes of people were anticipating more freedom.

Hutchison, op. cit., pi 216.
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The age was ripe for Bolingbroke who promised much, but, to the 

disappointment of his followers, did not effect the golden age 

when he became king.

The character of King Richard in Shakespearean drama pre

sents a man who is both avaricious and tyrannical in the first 

part of the drama and later inconstant and weak in the second part 

of the play. The "avarice" of Richard and his "tyranny" have 

been discussed already, but the change in character of the King 

after he returns to England from Ireland must be discussed. Reports 

are brought to Richard which causes him to vacillate between un

grounded hope and deepest despair. Finally Richard is informed that 

the Welsh forces have disbanded and he utters the words which have 

become the point of discussion among many critics.

King. I had forgot myself. Am I not King?
Awake, thou coward majestyl thou sleepest.
Is not the King's name twenty thousand names?
Arm, arm, my name* A puny subject strikes
At thy great glory. Look not to the ground,
Ye favourites of a king. Are we not high?
High be our thoughts. I know m y  uncle York
Hath power enough to serve our turn. . . . (Ill,ii, 83-90)

One can see the spirits of Richard rise to unprecedented heights 

in the passage above only to be dashed again to the pits of deepest 

despair in succeeding lines. This rise and fall in the character 

of Richard creates the impression of instability, weakness, and 

even mental disarray.

The question arises whether Shakespeare interided to depict 

the character of Richard as weak and vacillating or whether his
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intentions were to create an impression of pathos. Richard does 

emerge as a pathetic figure, and one cannot help but sympathise with 

the King after he loses his army. The drama seems to indicate 

that Shakespeare does solicit sympathy for Richard thereby gaining 

support for the cause of monarchy versus the cause of revolution.

It is probably from the Chronicles of h o  U n s h e d  that

Shakespeare draws the character of Richard after his return to England*

Holinshed states that when King Richard had been informed of the

status of his army he "became so greatlie discomforted, that sorrow—

fullie lamenting his miserable state, he utterlie despaired of his

own safetie, and calling his armie togither, which was not small,

licensed euerie man to depart to his home." Harold Hutchison

contradicts the impressions created by Holinshed and states that

Richard acted according to intelligence.

The Lancastrian version is that Richard deserted his men and 
fled in disguise to the north. The more likely version is that, 
in face of a rapidly disintegrating army, and in full knowledge 
of the position of Lancaster and the treachery of his own near
est circle, Richard did the only sensible thing, and, writh a 
few staunch friends, made for the one spot in England where 
true loyalty might still be found. 2

Hutchison continues by creating an entirely different picture of

Richard than does Shakespeare.

Allardyce Nicholl and Josephine Nicholl (eds.), Holinshed»s 
Chronicle as Used in Shakespeare»s plays (London: J. M. Dent and 
Sons, Ltd., 1951), pp. 37-38.

Hutchison, op. cit., p. 219.

1

2
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The story of the dazed wanderings of an enfeebled and terrified 
King is a fiction which cannot stand up to investigation. *pale 
with anger» is a more likely description of Richard at this 
time than the moaning dotard of the Lancastrian legend. 1

The character of Richard, which was investigated thoroughly in the

preceding chapter of this thesis, would indicate that Richard lost

neither his presence of mind nor his courage when he learned that

Henry had succeeded in alienating the major forces in England from

the crown, hichard had faced danger since he was a boy and never

before had he played the part of a coward.

King Richard gains some of his former composure in the third

scene of the third act when he meets and speaks to Northumberland

and his deputation at Flint Castle. The drama of Shakespeare

reveals a regal nature in the King.

King. £to Northumberland]w® are amaz'd;
and thus long have we stood 

To watch the fearful bending of thy knee,
Because we thought ourself thy lawful king.
And if we be, how dare thy joints forget 
To pay their awful duty to our presence?
If we be not, show us the hand of Qod 
That hath dismiss'd us from our stewardship;
For well we know no hand of blood and bone 
Can gripe this sacred handle of our sceptre,
Unless he do profane, steal, or usurp. . . . (TTT, iii, 72-81)

The speech above is reminiscent of the days when Richard faced the

howling mob of peasants or later when he boldly faced his traitorous

uncle, Gloucester. The courage of Kichard in the drama is short

lived. Within a few lines Richard again loses his courage and grovels

^Ibid., p, 219.
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weakly in the dust of despair inquiring of Aumerle what he should 

do.

King. What must the King do now? Must he submit?
The King shall do it. Must he be depos’d?
The King shall be contented. Must he lose 
The name of king? A God’s name, let it gol 
I’ll give my jewels for a set of beads,
Igy gorgeous palace for a hermitage, 
liy gay apparel for an almsman’s gown, 
my figur’d goblets for a dish of wood, 
my sceptre for a palmer’s walking staff,
Uy subjects for a pair of carved saints,
And my large kingdom for a little grave,
Or I’ll be buried in the king's highway,
Some way of coionon trade, where subjects' feet 
May hourly trample on their sovereign's head? . » ,

( i n ,  iii, 143-157)

The speech of the King quoted above does present a man who 

indulges himself in morbid broodings and self-pity, but it does 

not necessarily create the impression that Richard was mentally 

unbalanced. This latter supposition is neither confirmed by 

Shakespeare nor history.

The passage quoted above is important for another idea 

concerning the surrender of the crown; this is presented in the 

Lancastrian chronicles and states that Richard willingly surrendered 

the Crown at the meeting indicated above. Hilaire Belloc states 

that Richard did not concent to abdication at Conway Castle. ^ 

Harold Hutchison agrees with the latter historical viewpoint and 

states that Henry placed an ambush outside of Conway, and when 

Richard agreed to ride to London with Northumberland he was ambushed

Belloc, op. d t . ,  pp. 152-153*
1
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and led to London in shame.

The character of Henry Bolingbroke is forever tarnished by

the events revolving around the capture of Richard at Conway Castle.

The treachery of Henry will stain the pages of English history

forever, and the duplicity and utter lack of chivalry of the future

English king will live on in infamy.

Northumberland sware over the Host that Henry had no treason
able intent: it was an oath that Northumberland’s conscience 
would not forget. Richard and his tiny troop of friends rode 
in confidence vdth the embassy toward Chester. Their confidence 
was short lived. As the cavalcade entered the wild glens behind 
the coast, the glint of armour and spears all about them told 
Richard that he was betrayed. King Richard reached flint as 
Northumberland’s prisoner, captured by as low a piece of 
treachery as ever stained a medieval escutcheon; at Flint Castle 
Henry's army finally made sure of their prize, and returned in 
triunph to Chester. ^

The willing surrender of the Crown to Henry, which was asserted most 

emphatically by the Deposition Council, is but another Lancastrian 

fabrication to cover the treachery of Henry.

William Shakespeare undoubtedly used the accounts of 

Holinshed when he wrote his drama and assumed from that which he 

had read in the chronicle that Richard had willingly surrendered 

the Crown, The words of Holinshed seem to re-echo in the drama 

of Shakespeare.

The king hervnto answered; "Deere cousine, I am readie 
to accomplish your will, so that ye may inioy all that is 
yours, without exception." ^

Shakespeare assumes that the "without exception" implies the 1

1

1 2 
Hutchison, op. c i t . pp. 220-221. ibid., p. 221.

\ i c h o l l ,  o£. cit., p. 39*
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surrender of the Crown.

The trial of Richard as well as the nature of his death 

must be investigated to determine the differences that exist in 

the version of Shakespeare and the historical accounts, it is the 

contention of Shakespeare that Richard was given a trial and that 

Richard agreed to his deposition. The self-accusation and self

deposition in the speech below reveal the fact that Shakespeare's 

Richard was certainly present at his own trial and that he did 

surrender the Crown to Henry polingbroke.

Rich. They shall be satisfied. I’ll read enough
When I do see the very book indeed
Where all my sins are writ, and that’s myself.

Enter one with a glass.
Give me the glass, and therein will I read.
No deeper wrinkles yet? Hath sorrow struck
So many blows upon this face of mine
And made no deeper wounds? o flattering glass,
Like to my followers in prosperity,
Thou dost beguile met Was this face the face 
That every day under his household roof 
Did keep ten thousand men? was this the face 
That like the sun did make beholders wink?
Was this the face that fac’d so many follies

And was at last outfac’d by golingbroke? . . . (IV, i, 273-286) 

The historical version is the exact opposite of the Shakespearean 

version of Richard's trial, It was on Tuesday, September 30th.,

1399, that parliament was called to session by Henry Bolingbroke. 

Hutchison states that the French Chronicle, the pieulacres Chronicle, 

and the Giles’ Chronicle all support the fact that Richard demanded

a fair trial but he was refused because Henry asserted that Richard
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had surrendered the Crown at Conway Castle. ~ Belloc, however, 

asserts strongly that Henry seized the throne without even pen- 

mitting Richard to defend himself, a fact which is in direct 

opposition to established English parliamentary law. The assertions 

of Belloc have been quoted previously and they bear out the fact

2
that Richard was not permitted to be present at his own trial.

It is interesting to note that Holinshed as well as Shakes

peare employ the speech made by Thomas Merke, the Bishop of 

Carlisle, before the Deposition Council. Holinshed must have 

copied the speech intact from some old chronicle, and it is quite 

interesting how such a speech could have escaped the eyes of 

Lancastrian censors. The exerpts from the speech quoted by 

Shakespeare and Holinshed offer proof that Richard was not present 

at his own trial.

Thieves are not judg'd but they are by to hear, (IV, i, 123)

Be Judg'd by subject and inferior breath,
And he himself not present? (IV, i, 128-129)

"And I assure you” (said he) "there is not so ranke a traitor, 
nor so errant a theef, nor yet so cruell a murtherer apprehended 
or deteined in prison for his offense, but he shall be brought 
before the iustice to heare his iudgementj and will ye proceed 
to the iudgement of an anointed king, hearing neither his 
answer nor excuse?" 5

~ 1
Hutchison, op. cit., p. 227»

o
Belloc, op. c i t ., p. 155«

Hicholl, o p . cit., p. 43»
3
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The exerpts taken from the speech of the gishop of Carlisle speak

for themselves. Thomas Merke is openly castigating the Deposition

Council for acting illegally by not hearing the testimony of Richard

which he has every right to give according to English common law.

Shakespeare permits Richard to enter the trial room and defend

himself, but Belloc and Hutchison assert that there is doubt

that Richard ever was present at his own trial.

The death of Richard in the drama of Shakespeare must be

compared with accepted historical fact to determine any variation?

which might appear in the drama. Shakespeare uses Holinshed for

his primary source in describing the death of Richard, but it is

interesting to note that Holinshed borrowed from the French

chronicles the heroic version of Richard*s end. Holinshed makes

quite a dramatic issue of Richard*s fight to the end, and Shakespeare

found this version hard to resist.

And in conclusion, as king Richard trauersed his ground, from 
one side of the chamber to an other, & comining by the chaire, 
where sir Fiers stood, he felled with a stroke of a pollax. 
which sirs gaue him vpon the head, and therewith rid him out 
of life; without giuing him sespit once to call to God for 
mercie of his passed offenses. 1

r:'

There is every reason to believe that the accounts of both Holinshed

and Shakespeare are in error. Hutchison, as it was stated previously,

asserts that the body of Richard was exhumed in 1871 and no marks

2
of violence were found on skull or frame. It was really un- 1 2

1lbid., p. 49.

2
Hutchison, o£. c i t ., p. 235.
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necessary for Henry to risk murder when the rigors of a medieval 

prison in mid-winter could easily accomplish the task of ridding 

him of Richard. Richard died and Hutchison logically assumes 

that he died of exposure in prison.

Richard II emerges from this study as a medieval king 

whose ideas of government are somewhat like Janus} they look 

both ways. Richard attempted to create a strong monarchy thus 

looking back to the power of the English monarch prior to the 

signing of the Magna Carta. He is a king whose ideas were too 

advanced for his own barbaric age in respect to a unified monarchy 

and peaceful negotiations between nations thereby creating the 

effect of looking foreward. The peaceful settlement of hostilities 

had to wait until the present century to be fully appreciated.

Richard emerges as a monarch who was one of the more gifted 

of the long line of English kings. His policies, which were often 

the policies of a Council over which he had no control, met the 

disapproval of nobles and commons alike, but Richard's overall 

plan for national unity must be commended, n o  state can emerge 

as a national and international power if certain factions within 

the state are constantly in disorder. The English nobles of the 

fourteenth century were causing disunity through their constant 

warfare both among themselves and with their King.

The actions of the warlike nobLes as well as the general 

unrest brought on by the Black Death and the peasant's Revolt were
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problems of the fourteenth century which fate or circumstance 

placed during the reign of Richard II. a  much greater man than 

Richard may also have failed to solve such tremendous problems.

There remains but one facet of this investigation which 

demands an answer. The character of Richard II as it is depicted 

by William Shakespeare in the drama, The Tragedy of Ring Richard 

the Second, does not conform in all respects with the historical 

character of the man. There must be reasons why Shakespeare differs 

from the historical accounts of the man, Richard of Bordeaux.

It can be assumed with a high degree of accuracy that

William Shakespeare employed the chronicles of h o  U n s h e d  in writing

his dramaj some critics even assert that this chronicle was

Shakespeare’s only source of information. The 1587 edition of the

Chronicles of Holinshed is usually chosen as the edition which

William Shakespeare used since it contains a reference to '»bay

trees withering and dying." Holinshed also presents a Richard

"sorofullie lamenting his miserable fate" after his army and his

1
subjects desert him. it is also from Holinshed that Shakespeare 

derived the impression that Richard willingly resigned his Crown 

to Bolingbroke.

Geoffrey Bullough contends that Shakespeare may have been 

indebted to the Chronicles of Hall more than heretofore assumed.

He asserts that the tone of Hall seems to reflect itself in the

Bullough, op. cit., p. 401»
1
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drama of Shakespeare. Hall, like his successor, Holinshed, used 

English historical*chronicles based on Lancastrian prejudices 

for his authority; therefore, if Shakespeare did employ Hall as 

a source the bias of the chronicle would reflect pro-Lancastrian 

sentiments in his drama.

The Chronicles of Froissart are listed also as possible

sources of information for Shakespeare. The course of this study

reveals that simularities exist between the ideas of Froissart

and the drama of Shakespeare especially in the concluding chapters

of Froissart’s works. Froissart does reveal certain facts about

Richard which are reflected in the drama of Shakespeare, but this

does not necessarily establish the fact that Shakespeare is indebted

to Froissart. The quotations below are taken from the accounts of

Froissart, and they reveal ideas which Shakespeare may have borrowed.

King Richard heard all this patiently, for he saw that neither 
arguments nor force could avail, and that resignation end 
humility were his only arms. He therefore humbled himself ex
ceedingly to the duke, earnestly begging his life might be 
spared. 1 2

He addressed the company as follows: nj have reigned king of 
England, duke of Aquitaine, lord of Ireland, about twenty—two 
years, which royalty, lordship, sceptre, and crown, I now freely 
and willingly resign to my cousin, Henry of Lancaster, and 
entreat of nim, in the presence of you all, to accept this 
sceptre.” 2

The quotations above present ideas found in Shakespeare’s drama; 

the weak submission to the will of Bolingbroke and the willing

1 —

Sir John Froissart, Chronicles of England, France, and Spain 
and the Adjoining Countries, trans. Thomas Johnes (London: william 
Smith, 1849}, III, 697.

2 Ibid., p. 698.
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surrender of the crown are revealed in the accounts of Froissart, 

but, again, the source is pro-Lancastrian since Froissart did 

not complete his chronicle until after the deposition and death 

of Richard. Froissart returned to England to complete his chronicle, 

but the pro-Richardian factions had been suppressed and Froissart 

obtained his information from Lancastrian sources.

The poem by Samuel Daniel, which was written about 1595, 

is entitled The First Fowre gooses of the Civile Wars Between the 

Two Houses of Lancaster and Yorke, and it is listed as another 

possible source for the drama of Shakespeare. The general tone of 

the long, narrative poem expresses the same impressions and sentiments, 

as Shakespeare’s The Tragedy of King Richard the second, but the 

tone is again derived from pro-Lancastrian sources.

The drama, Thomas of Woodstock, which is sometimes called 

The First part of King Richard n , was written before the drama 

of Shakespeare under discussion and it must have been well known 

to William Shakespeare. Thomas of woodstock presents a vicious 

Lancastrian sentiment, and although Shakespeare may have been 

familiar with the drama he chose to write about Richard II in a 

far less vicious manner. ,

William Shakespeare may have also read the French chronicle 

entitled Chronicque de la Traison et Mart de Richart Deux Roy 

Dengleterre. This chronicle is definitely biased in favor of Richard

and presents a strong bias against Henry of Lancaster. The strong 

pro-Richardian bias of this chronicle would seem to indicate that
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Shakespeare did not use it as a source of information.

There may have been other sources of information available 

to w il l ia m  Shakespeare in Elizabethan England, but it is not likely 

that any English chronicles in Shakespeare is age were free from 

Lancastrian sentiment. Both Henry VIII and Elizabeth I traced their 

line of descent to Henry Bolingbroke, although Henry V H  did claim 

the right of succession through the House of Lancaster and the 

House of York. The Tudor line, however, came into existance through 

illegitimacy. Neither Henry VII or his successors traced their 

line back to Richard plantagenet, because that line ceased to exist 

after the deposition and death of Richard.

The Lancastrian bias against Richard Plantagenet is present 

in the drama of Shakespeare, but Shakespeare softens the prejudice 

through his political philosophy. The Bishop of Carlisle and John 

of Gaunt combine and form, through their ideas, a complete political 

philosophy which asserts both the right of kings and the rights of 

subjects. Shakespeare never completely destroys the character of 

Richard plantagenet, who, according to Shakespeare and his source 

material, may have been a bad king, but he gains respect in defeat 

and dies bravely in the tradition of English kings.
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