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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

In eight dramas which may be divided into t\̂ro tetra

logies, Shakespeare makes a survey of the history of Eng

land from the last years of the reign of Richard II to the 

death of Richard III. Of the two tetralogies, the later 

period, which covers the reigns of Henry VI, Edward IV, 

and Richard III, was taken up first in four plays written 

during the early years of Shakespeare's career. In the 

second tetralogy, Richard II, though not an early play, 

is too lyrical to be fully dramatic; and Henry V shows 

Shakespeare as still taking a complaisant view of life. 

Part Î , Henry IV and Part II, Henry IV are different, for 

here he not only presents a section of history but also 

explores its significance. Shakespeare's them.e in all 

his history plays is the importance of order and degree, 

of the disruptive effects of civil strife and rebellion. 

"But as he matured as a dramatist (and Part I, Henry IV 

stands at the beginning of his great period of maturity), 

he found characters to be more interesting than the philo-
2 

sophy or events of history." Thus, through a comparison 

of figures whose lives were recounted by historians and 

roles these individuals play in the second tetralogy of 



Shakespeare's chronicle history plays, one can assess the 

author's methods and success in delineating characters. 

Throughout the later English histories Shakespeare 

took the liberty of characterizing the figures so that the 

dramatic effect of their roles on stage would be more im

pressive to an audience. The men he depicted lived and 

died, as the chroniclers relate: what manner of men v/ere 

they? Shakespeare's art is revealed in his method of turn

ing into drama the history which he found in Holinshed's 

Chronicles; and, above all the books of Shakespeare's lib

rary, two stand out: the Lives of Plutarch, and the Chron

icles of Holinshed, the latter used as the primary basis 

of the Histories. Shakespeare's method of using Holinshed 

was to select some section of the chronicles which gave him 

a satisfactory framework for his plays. He searched for 

material which expressed motive or which enabled him to 

reveal or develop character that might be shifted from its 

proper historical setting and added to this nucleus. 

Although Shakespeare depended on his so\irces for char

acterization in the history plays, the transformation of 

character is one of the miracles of his work. These char

acters range from three dimensional human beings to flat 

stereotypes. Shakespeare deleted, added, expanded, and in 

some situations, followed his sources in strict chronology. 

When the playwright did add, omit, or change the substance 

of history, the original sources often became no more than 
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a fragmentary skeleton about v7hich he had formed a living 

work of art. This achievement is especially true of Rich

ard II, for Shakespeare's imagination created a living 

man from the dry bones found in the sources. In Henry IV, 

Shakespeare began to portray common people who were indi

viduals, and one can visualize kings and nobles who quar

reled and separated and united and fought and rebelled in 

the foreground. In Shakespeare's characters, a reader 

discovers, just as he does in actual people, depths and 

facets not immediately rendered in behavior. These char

acters seem to carry about them a fuller and more com.plex 

humanity than is required by the exigencies of their roles."'̂  

This quality makes them quite lifelike, and an intuitive 

apprehension of the "whole" character is an important part 

of the experience enjoyed by one who reads or sees the play. 

It is worth noting that the greatness of Shakespearean 

drama lies chiefly in the revelation of the richness and 

complexity of human nature,^ and this achievement is full

est realized when one compares the historical plays with 

their sources• Shakespeare reproduced historical inci

dents here and there; but, although he did not minimize 

the force of circumstances or of unexpected accidents, 

his emphasis was on character issuing in action. Not only 

action but even inaction may reveal subtle shades of per

sonality. 

How does a playwright possess himself of the people 



who feel and act in his plays? Morgann states that 

It was not enough for Shakespeare to have 
formed his characters with the most perfect 
truth and coherence; it was further necessary 
that he should possess a vjonderful facility 
of compressing • • • his own spirit into these 
images. • • • This was not to be done from 
without; for he must have spoken thro' the organ 
he had formed. . . . The characters of Shake- ^ 
speare are thus whole, and as it were original.'^ 

Thus, Shakespeare produced his characterizations of the 

Kings of England. He knew them as chronicles identified 

them; he gave them the "Shakespearean touch"; and the re

sults give the readers and viewers of his plays a genuine 

study of the transformations of character and the devel

opment of character of Richard II, Henry IV, Henry V, 

Henry VI, and Richard III. 



CHAPTER II 

RICHARD II 

In Holinshed's "Chronicles one can read of Richard II: 

He /Richard/was seemelie of shape and fauor, 
k of nature good inough, if the wickednesse & 
naughtie depieanor of such as V7ere about him had 
not altered it. 

His chance verelie was greatlie infortun-
ate, which fell into such calamitie, that he 
tooke it for the best waie he could deuise to 
renounce his kingdome. . . . He was prodigall, 
ambitious, and much giuen to the pleasure of 
the bodie. . . .1 

(iii.508) 

The Chronicles also relate that "he vjas a prince unthanlc-

fullie used of his subjects"; and Froissart records how 

"apparelled like a king in his robes of state, his scep

ter in his hand, and his crown on his head," he dramati-

cally went through the ritual of uncrovming himself. 

Of these suggestions Shakespeare based his portrait of 

Richard II, making of him both a poet and an actor v/hose 

character is interwoven into his imagination and dramatic 

talents. In the sources, Richard is compelled by external 

forces to yield his crown, but in the play the initiative 

comes from his own character. "A lotus-eater and a poet, 

he deposes himself and then enjoys as an artist v:hat he 

suffers as a man.""^ The historical situation supplied 

5 



hints for the creation of such a figure, but the concep

tion is entirely Shakespeare's. 

Shakespeare's Richard II is sentimental, pathetic, 

and unkingly. He is a dreamer who loses his hold upon 

reality in a world of beautiful v7ords and images. Rich

ard is weak-willed and incompetent; and yet, Raleigh states 

that it is difficult to condeirin him "vjithout taking sides 

against poetry."^ 

^ Richard is an indolent man v;ho paid little attention 

tp state matters. In act five, scene five, he himself ac-

knoiiTledges, "I wasted time, and nov/ doth time waste me" 

(line I4.9); and in act tMo Gaunt rebukes him: 

And thou, too careless patient as thou art. 
Commit'st thy anointed body to the cure 
Of those physicians that first wounded thee. 

(II.i.97-99) 

Both the Shakespearean character and the actual King Rich

ard II surround themselves with flatterers and favorites, 

allox\r foreign fashions and manners to displace English 

customs, feast ten thousand retainers, and spend much time 

in the pursuit of pleasure. 

An intermingling of dignity and indignity is noticed 

in the play when Richard appears as king. He expects hu

mility from those about him and roars and rants when he 

is opposed, as in his treatment of Gaunt. He pretends to 

consult his counsel in the Coventry decision; but, he over

rides the opinions of others. Gaunt says. 

Things sweet to taste prove in digestion sour. 



You urged me as a judge o e . . 

But you gave leave to my unwilling tongue 
Against my will to do myself this wrong. 

(I.iii.236-237 & 2ij5-2li.6) 

In the Chronicles a the king does consult the nobles, as 

the two combatants wait "two long houres." This record 

does indicate that Richard took the advice of his "coun-

cell" because "after they had deuised and fully determined 

what should be doone," the secretary read the sentence and 

determination "of the king and his councell." In this scene, 

one can see Shakespeare's Richard II as fickle, weak, in

consistent, and desiring to be an actor on a stage. In 

contrast, Holinshed's Richard II makes decisions through 

his council and leaves the public statement, of an unpopu

lar decision, to his "secretarie." 

Shakespeare's Richard depends on others for nevzs of 

occurrences when the king should be aware of all that goes 

on in his realm. He tries to display his authority by out

speaking others and shô r̂ing off in his speeches, his self-

satisfied opinions. 

In act one, scene one, there is no evidence of the 

depravity into which he has sunk, except in the haste with 

which he dismisses the charge of Norfolk's murder of Glou

cester. "Forget, forgive; conclude and be agreed; / Our 

doctors say this is no month to bleed" (lines 1^6-157)• 

He speaks fluently and with the dignity of a monarch, but 

is apologetic over not settling the quarrel earlier; and 
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he is uncertain in facing a difficult problem. He appeals 

to Gaunt until the latter v/ithdrav/s. He fails in assetting 

his authority; and, when he is compelled to make a deci

sion, he treats both contestants alike: "Mowbray, impar-

tial are our eyes and ears" (I.i.llii.), although he has said 

that one of them is innocent. 

The fickleness of Richard is revealed as he arranges 

combat between Bolingbroke and Norfolk and then forbids it 

to take place. Thus, the audience receives its first im

pression of Richard II when his inability to make up his 

mind is detected. He has allowed the duel to advance to 

the "sound, trvimpets, set forward, combatants," and then 

suddenly changes his mind. Richard makes the pretense of 

settling the quarrel, but he does so to impress the spec

tators. Outwardly he treats the contestants alike, but 

at heart he fears the stronger v;ills of the two men and 

decides to banish them. In the first act before pronounc

ing the banishment of Bolingbroke and Mowbray, King Richard 

indicates the possible fear he has of the two men: 

And for we think the eagle-viinged pride 
Of the sky-aspiring and ambitious thoughts. 
With rival-hating envy, set on you 
To wake our peace. . . . 

(I.iii.129-132) 

And again, in the same scene, he indicates the fear of a 

possible combining of strength of the tvjo men: 

You never shall, so help you truth and Godl 
Embrace each other's love in banishment; 
Nor never look upon each other's face; 
Nor never write, regreet, nor reconcile. . . . 

(I.iii.183-186) 



This scene is related just as the Chronicles relate the 

actual stopping and forbidding of the combat and the ban

ishing of the two. 

At the beginning of scene one, the king shows self-

confidence, dignity, and courage. He says, "Lions make 

leopards tame" (I.i.l75), and "We were not born to sue, 

but to command" (I.i.96). He issues commands enough, but 

lacks the power to enforce them. His weakness in judgment 

and decision increases as the play proceeds. 

Richard's treatment of the dying Gaunt is one of the 

prime causes of his downfall. It is also the least ami

able episode in his career. In scene four, the king ac

tually rejoices over his uncle Gaunt's approaching death; 

for, with the banishment of Bolingbroke, Gaunt's heir, 

Richard will be able to confiscate Gaunt's wealth. In the 

beginning Richard's behavior, heartless and unreasonable 

enough in all conscience, is that of a spoiled child of 

fortune, as he then was, "resenting a rebuke peculiarly 

exasperating in that it was, in the specific instance, 

deserved but, from such a man, misplaced." Richard's an

swer to York, "Thinlc what you will, we seize into our hands / 

His plate, his goods, his money and his lands" (I.i.208-

209), has the brevity and wilfulness which characterize 

all of his acts of sovereignty. Similarly, from Holinshed's 

Chronicles one would read: 

. . . the king . . . seized into his hands all the 
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goods that belonged to him /Gaunt7, and also 
receiued all the rents rnd reuenuer, of his 
lands v/hich ought to haue descended vnto the o 
duke of Hereford by lawfull inheritance. . . . 

The Richard that is seen in the play before the death of 

Gaunt is strictly a Shakespearean character; however, the 

actions of the king after the death of Gaunt are according 

to the historical account. The Shakespearean Richard's 

heartlessness is shown again in the first scene of act 

two in his actions at Gaunt's death, and his indifference 

to sane advice. He is brutally savage in his threat to 

behead Gaunt, even when he is at the point of death. The 

Chronicles gives a reader no basis for these acts other 

than the general identity of "wickednesse & naughtie." 

In act three, scene two, Richard is highly imagina

tive in his poetic discourses, and he delights in display

ing his command of language. He knows nothing of what 

has been going on in England and tries to throw the blame 

of his ignorance on Aumerle. Again, one can see Richard's 

great weakness of his indecision in a crisis: 

Let's talk of graves, of worms, and epitaphs. 

. . . let us sit upon the ground 
And tell sad stories of the death of kings. 

Go to Flint castle: there I'll pine away. 
(III.ii.114.5, 155-156 & 209) 

He passes repeatedly from dejection to hope, from religion 

to vengeance: 

Have I not reason to look pale and dead? 
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I had forgot myself; am I not king? 
Av/ake, thou coward rr.ajestyi thou s lee pest 

Greater he shall not be; if he serve God, 
We'll serve Him too and be his fellow so: 
Revolt our subjects? that we cannot mend; 
They break their faith to God as well as us: 
Cry woe, destruction, ruin and decay: 
The worst is death, and death will have his day. 

(III.i.79, 83-811., & 98-103) 

Richard II is seen in these lines as a king who has fallen 

from the heights to depths of indignity, and the spectacle 

of such violent change in fortune fascinates him." V/hen 

this fall is seen through the eyes of Shakespeare, the 

spectacle is one in which Richard's character much out

weighs Portiine as the cause of his tragedy. But, vjhen it 

is seen through the eyes of Richard, the spectacle is al

most purely that of the Boccacesque tragedy of Fortune. 

Only at the close of scene one, when he V7ill not listen to 

the protests of Aumerle, does Richard sho;-̂  any kingly char

acteristics. 

One of the most moving touches in Shakespeare's delin

eation is Richard's bleak perception, now and then, that 

his fancies are regarded by those about him as foolishly 

irrelevant. On a former occasion, Richard exclaimed: 

"Mock not my senseless conjurtion, lordsi" (III.ii.23)* 

Now, again, he becomes abruptly avjare that he has lost 

touch with the real world and is playing his part on a stage 

before spectators who find him fantastic or even ridicu

lous: " . . . Well, well, I see / I talk but idly, and you 

http://III.ii.23)*
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laugh at me" (III.iii.170-171). These moments, in which 

Richard sees himself as possibly the only appreciative 

witness of his tragedy, are the more effective as they 

aggravate rather than restrain his excess of feeling.•̂ •'" 

King Richard sees himself as the royal martyr, victim of 

circumstance and the strong hand. 

In his first speech in act three, he tries to stand 

on his dignity as king by demanding more courtesy from 

Northumberland; but, on hearing the latter's representa

tions, he surrenders at once to Bolingbroke's conditions 

for laying down arms. Then he has a religious fit, for

gets for a while that he is keeping Northumberland waiting 

as he considers retiring to a monk's life. In his weak

ness he forgets his former quarrel with Bolingbroke and 

nov7 recognizes him as an equal and the man who will sup

plant him as king. 

Up, cousin, up; your heart is up, I know. 

Your own is yours, and I am yours, and all. 

What you will have, I'll give, and willing too. 

(III.iii.1911-, 197, & 206) 

The famous scene of abdiction in Westminster Hall is 

remembered as a supreme exhibition of Richard's quality. 

Shakespeare, though his eyes are fixed on Richard, never 

loses sight of the dramatic contrast between his practical 

politicians and the suffering, wayward spirit of the fallen 
12 king. This scene is designed to show that Bolingbroke 

has the political tact and resolution without v;hich Rich-
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ard has proved grievously deficient. 

Richard is almost disgusting in the first scene of 

act four because of his bombastic speeches, his changeable 

moods, his tears and his calling on God, although he shows 

spirit in not asking for mercy or trying to defend himself. 

For the third time, Richard sees himself as Christ betrayed: 

Though some of you, with Pilate, wash your hands. 
Showing an outward pity; yet you Pilates 
Here have deliver'd me to my sour cross. 
And water cannot wash away your sin. 

(IV.i.239-2i|.2) 

Northumberland is inexorable and finally drives Richard to 

a sudden blaze of human temper in striking contrast with 

the mood in which he adores and cherishes his grief: 

Northumberland: My lord, dispatch; read o'er these 
articles. 

Richard: Mine eyes are full of tears, I cannot see: 
And yet salt water blinds them not so much 
But they can see a sort of traitors here. 

Northumberland: My lord,— 
Richard: No lord of thine, thou haught insulting 

man. 
(IV.i.2li.3-2i|.8) 

Soon, however, Richard's imagination is at work again, and 

it inspires him to one of his most striking images: 

0, that I were a mockery king of snow. 
Standing before the sun of Bolingbroke. 
To melt myself away in water-drops I 

(IV.i.260-262) 

Finally comes his last command: 

And if my word be sterling yet in England, 
Let it command a mirror hither straight. 
That it may show me what a face I have. 
Since it is bankrupt of his majesty. 

(IV.i.265-268) 

For the men about him, how unexpectedly frivolous is this 
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requ/̂ sti And yet hovj cpproprî .tel "N̂ .r-cissus hnp reached 

the suprem̂ e moment of his tragedy and calls for a looking-

13 
glass." After the mirror is broken, Bolingbroke suggests 

that Richard's sorrow is largely of the imagination. "The 

sorrow may be real, but its expression is quite historionic--

in fact, a shadow.""^^ 

Now the audience sees the dramatic character of Rich

ard and the situation in which he finds himself. The con

secrated king, impiously discro\>med, shades away into the 

poet king, in whom suffering induces a lyric ecstasy. 

This Richard, v;ho undoes himself with "hierophantic solem-

15 

nity," ^ who humbles, or pities, or exalts himself in im

agination, is also the man who turns on Northumberland 

in a flash of temper and reveals himself, all at once, 

as a very ordinary creature. 

In his portrayal of Richard's blemishes of mind and 

will, Shakespeare does not falter. Never should Richard 

forget himself and speak from the heart, for he is the 

absorbed spectator of his own tragedy, in which he is all 

set to play the penitent: "Learn, good soul, / To think 

our former happy state a dream" (V.i.l7-l8). 

In comparison of the facts in the Chronicles to act 

five of the play, one learns that when Bolingbroke returned 

to England, nobles and commoners flocked to him and that 

Richard was left v/ith little support on his return from 

Ireland. Richard surrendered to the forces of Bolingbroke 
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without a fight. However, as has been mentioned eai'lier, 

the Chronicles relate that Richard did not "give up" the 

crown willingly and that it was taken from him. Thus, 

historically, Richard emerged at this point as a stronger 

man, fully determined to stand for and speak for what v;as 

rightly his. Shakespeare does not introduce this type of 

character until the death scene of Richard. 

In act five, scene one, Richard shovxs no fear of death. 

The removal to Pomfred castle has more effect on him than 

that it is in the cold north and in Northumberland's ter

ritory. Separation from his wife does not trouble him. 

All his pity and all his sorrow are for himself alone; 

he has no I'̂ord of comfort or encouragement for her. Of 

course, Richard, as he is seen here, is completely a 

Shakespearean character. There is no record to equal 

this scene of a farewell between King Richard and Queen 

Isabella. Shakespeare gives the eleven-year-old queen the 

thoughts and actions of a mature woman. The king speaks 

as if they had had a long life together and passed through 

many experiences. Shakespeare's Richard obviously has some 

admirable characteristics because the queen is vjarmly at

tached to him, weeps at the parting, and begs to be impris

oned with him. Richard tells her to enter a convent in 

France and in her old age to "Tell the lamentable tale of 

me / And send the hearers weeping to their beds. . . . " 

(V.i.l|J4."*̂ 5) • Gradually, a change somewhat for the better 
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?s becr'nning to be noticed i>- R;i cho.:>̂c" s chai-̂ acte-̂  as he 

becomes more thoughtful of himself and others, and more 

controlled in his speech. "This is a frequent device of 

Shakespeare in making weak characters show better quali

ties before their end to arouse sympathy for them." 

In act five, scene five, Richard's confinement and 

degradation have made him fanciful and abstruse in his 

long comparisons. In his soliloquizing in his prison, 

Richard is like an actor reviev/ing the scenes in which 

he has played. He now reflects on their relation to real

ity. He is still dramatizing his own introverted responses 

to the tragedy that has befallen him, and he discusses 

how these "histrionic introversions may be prolonged into 

17 
the solitude" in which he finds himself. 

I have been studying how I may compare 
This prison where I live \mto the world: 
And for because the world is populous 
And hero is not a creature but myself, 
I cannot do it; yet I'll hammer it out. 

(V.v.1-5) 

Richard continues in this soliloquy by identifying the 

roles he is able to play: 

Thus play I in one person many people. 
And none contented: sometimes am I king; 
Then treasons make me wish myself a beggar. 
And so I am. 

Think that I am unking'd by Bolingbroke, 
And straight am nothing: but v;hate'er I be. 
Nor I nor any man that but man is 
With nothing shall be pleased, till he be eased 
With being nothing. 

(V.v.31-3^ & 37-iil) 

How apt is this annihilating conclusion of a self-centered 
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mindl In the hour of disaster his thoughts still ruji on 

himself; and, for lack of other amusement, he makes sport 

of his own sorrovjs, not as a strong man might make sport 

of sorrow to miake it right, but as one who cannot escape 

from himself. "These still-breeding thoughts are doomed 

to sterility and bear no fruiti" The man who lives in 

imagination only has no place in the v/orld of experience. 

Richard himself is aware at last of the cause of his ruin. 

The friendly music that breaks upon his solitude makes him 

think how different his story might have been if he had 

kept his ears open to the harmonies and rhythras of the 

life about him: 

Music do I hear? 
Ha, hal keep time: how sour sweet music is. 
When time is broke and no proportion kept] 
So is it in the music of men's lives. 
And here have I the daintiness of ear 
To check time broke in a disorder'd string; 
But for the concord of my state and time 
Had not an ear to hear my true time broke. 

(V.v.I].l-48) 

He is more like his former self in his talk with the 

groom, but still fitful and moody. It is not without sig

nificance that a sign of love expressed in these lines, 

"Yet blessing on his heart that gives it mei / For 'tis 

a sign of love" (V.v.6i|.-65), has come to Richard from a 

man whom he did not even remember, a poor groom of the sta

ble who with much trouble had obtained leave to visit 

his royal master. This poor groom has seen Bolingbroke 

in his coronation, riding on roan Barbary. Richard has 
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here the cue for a. last exquisite fancy. But what he has 

to say is for the first time touched with a wistful char

ity towards man and beast: 

Richard: Rode he on Barbary? Tell me, gentle friend, 
How went he under him? 

Groom: So proudly as if he disdain'd the ground. 
Richard: So proud that Bolingbroke v;as on his backl 

That jade hath eat bread from my royal hand; 
This hand hath made him proud v/ith clapping 

him. 
(V.v.81-86) 

Froissart tells a story of the greyhound. Ma the, who de

serted Richard for Bolingbroke, a story which may have 

given Shakespeare a hint for "roan Barbary." 

For Richard, now life is almost finished. There is 

a brave blaze of anger at the last. He beats the keeper 

who comes to him v;ith a poisoned dish. He strikes down 

two of the men who come to murder him, and it is Exton 

himself viho strikes him down. "He dies a king, whose sanc-

20 tity no abdication can compromise before God." That he 

is not deficient of courage is shov/n in the way in v/hich 

he meets death. He takes his deposition without recourse 

to appeals or actions, and faces death without a murmer, 

while he attempts to defend himself with the axe he snatched 

from the guards. 

Richard: That hand shall burn in never-quenching fire 
That staggers thus my person. Exton, thy 

fierce hand 
Hath v;ith the king's blood stain'd the king's 

own land. 
Mount, mount, my soull thy seat is up on high; 
Whilst my gross flesh sinks dovmward, here 

to die. 
(V.v.109-113) 
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Holinshed states in his Chronicles that there was 

one writer who seemed to have great knowledge of King Rich-

ard's doings, and this writer recalled that King Henry 

had said: "Haue I no faithfull freend which will deliuer 

me of him, v;hose life v/ill be my death, and whose death 

will be the preseruation of my life?" These lines are 

identified in the play when Exton asks a servant: "Didst 

thou not mark the king, what words he spake, / 'Have I 

no friend will rid me of this living fear?'" (V.iv.1-2). 

Holinshed continues in his quotation of the writer by not

ing that as the king spoke, the saying was much noted by 

all of those who were present, especially one called Sir 

Piers of Exton. This knight departed from the court with 

eight strong persons in his company and went to Pomfret. 

Act five, scene five opens with Richard soliloquizing in 

his cell at Popifret castle. V/hen a guard enters v/ith Rich

ard's meal, Richard demands that the guard first tastes 

the food as a guarantee that it is not poisoned. The guard 

refuses and the king suspects Bolingbroke of having him 

poisoned. He beats the guard; Exton enters with armed 

servants; and Richard realizes what they have come for. 

Snatching the axe from a servant, Richard kills two of 

the guards. Then Exton kills Richard. The writer in Ho

linshed notes that King Richard sat do\m to dinner, and vias 

served without courtesy; whereupon Richard marvelled at the 

sudden change and demanded of the guard why he did not do 
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his duty. The guard replied, "Sir, I am otherwise commanded 

by Sir Piers of Exton, which is newlie come from K. Henrie." 

When Richard heard this reply, he took the keruing knife 

in his hand and killed the guard. Sir Piers entered the 

chamber, well armed, with eight tall men likewise armed. 

King Richard most valiantly defended himself against the 

four that came to assail him, but Sir Piers lept into the 

chair where the king had sat; and as Richard fought v/ith 

four, he was felled with a stroke of a pollax v/hich Sir 

Piers gave him upon the head. Thus, much similarity is 

found in the actual accovmt and the Shakespearean account 

of the death of King Richard II. 

Richard II was not the worst kind of king. Even though 
21 

his deeds were bad, his heart was not utterly corrupted. 

It was a sin to rebel against him: "Not all the water in 

the rough rude sea / Can wash the balm off from an anointed 

king," (III.iii.5ii.-55). He was God's anointed. 

http://III.iii.5ii.-55


CHAPTER III 

HFNRY IV 

From Holinshed's Chronicles comes the follovilng ac

count: 

This king v/as of a meane stature, well 
proportioned, and formallie compact; quicke 
and liuelie, and of a stout courage. In his 
latter dales he showed hiraselfe so gentle, 
that he gat more loue amongst the nobles and 
people of his realme, than he had purchased 
malice and iuill v/ill in the beginning. 

(iii.5il-l) 

In the person of the king, Shakespeare gives a full-

length portrait of subtle Bolingbroke, v/hose main features 

he has drav/n in Richard II. The first ipipression of Bol

ingbroke comes in act one, scene one of Richard II, v/hen 

he takes heaven as his witness and accuses Norfolk of 

treachery, offering to prove his words at the point of a 

sword. Bolingbroke declares his fidelity to his monarch 

and states that his only desire is to cherish the safety 

of his ruler. Shakespeare presents Bolingbroke as a fear

less man, the strongest and most capable of the nobles of 

the court; for, when Norfolk calls him "slanderous coward 

and villain," Bolingbroke, in a fury throws dô vn his gage, 

a challenge to measure sv/ords with Norfolk. Bolingbroke 

is alv/ays polite and gracious to Richard, and he shov/s no 

21 
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resentment an;ainst Richard in accepting his sentence. 

Bolingbroke evidentally loves England, and his patriotism 
I 

seems to be his strongest impulse. He remarks in line 

207 of act one, scene three, "I v/ander from the jewels that 

I love." Again in line 206, he laments, "Then, England's 

ground, farev/ell; sweet soil, adieu." 

Shakespeare is drawing the character of Bolingbroke 

almost identical to the actual Duke of Hereford as ho is 

identified in the Chronicles (ii.l|93)» Holinshed records 

that Bolingbroke addressed the king v/ith "Right deere lord," 

several times, and courtesy marked all of his statements. 

Hov/ever, there is no evidence in Holinshed that Bolingbroke 

received his sentence of banishment in such a submissive 

manner as the play indicates. Historically, all that is 

recorded is that the "duke of Hereford . . . tooke his 

iomie over into Calls, and from thence went into France, 

v/here he remained . . . (iii.Ii.9l|-i+95) • Evidentally, Shake

speare completed his character of highly admirable and 

patriotic qualities from the fact that the Chronicles men

tions that the people in every tovm ran after the Dul<:e and 

bewailed his departure, for they felt that their only 

"shield, defense and comfort of the coirmionvjealth v/as vaded 

and gone." 

There is no evidence or suggestion at this point that 

the Duke of Hereford aims higher than a subject should. 

In both the Chronicles and the play, Mowbray v/arns the 
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king that Bolingbroke is dangerous; but Bolingbroke gives 

no sign of his purpose. Shakespeare portrays this grim, 

silent man of deeds in stark contrast to King Richard."'' 

But, Bolingbroke is a man of a different kind of deeds in 

the final scene of Richard 11̂ , James G. McManaway felt 

that when Henry Bolingbroke dethroned Richard "he was com

mitting not only the crime of treachery to his king, but, 

2 worse yet, the sin of impiety towards God." 

In Richard II Bolingbroke is full of youthful vigor, 

buoyant and energetic; whereas in Henry IV, he is repre

sented as a man viho is kingly in his bearing and actions, 

yet bowed beneath a weight of cares. For this sudden trans

formation of King Henry there is perhaps some justifica

tion to be found in Holinshed, who dwells upon the troubles 

of the early years of the reign. In conclusion Holinshed 

says: 

Oh what a suspected state therefore is that 
of a king holding his regiment with the hatred 
of his people, the h_art grudgings of his court
iers, and the peremptorie practises of both to-
gither?3 

When Bolingbroke, as King Henry IV, assumes the crown of 

England, he laments that blood should sprinkle him to make 

him grow. Then and there he vows to make a voyage to the 

Holy Land to wash off the guilt of Richard's death. 

It is interesting to note at this point that the in

fluence of the "Machiavelli legend" in England may be seen 

in the Shakespearean character of Bolingbroke. Machiavelli, 
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writing The Pririce in a time of political chaos and corrup

tion, calls for a governor who v/ill lead Italy out of bond-
I 

age and restore it to prosperity.^ Shakespeare's Boling

broke appears to be just such a leader. He is the "pru

dent" man who "cannot and should not observe faith when 

such observance is to his disadvantage."^ Thus, deception 

for political purposes is completely in line with Machia

velli 's words on dissimulation and the keeping of faith. 

The solemn oath Bolingbroke takes to Richard v/hen he is 

banished, he breaks with ease. Honesty and trust mean 

nothing to him when his own advantage is involved. 

In the deposition scene in Richard II, Henry is as 

Machiavellian as ever. To the crov/d he paints himself 

as a man of virtue, coming in submission to kingly author

ity, merely to plead a just"cause: 

Even at his feet to lay my arms and pov/er. 
Provided that my banishment repeal'd 
And lands restored again be freely granted. 

(III.iii.39-i|l) 

But at the end of the scene, Richard is in Henry's power. 

Here, again, Bolingbroke is accomplishing his own just 

ends and, at the same time, giving his act the appearance 

of justice for the sake of the crowd. 

According to another Machiavellian principle, the 

deposed ruler must always be destroyed. While Richard 
lives, Henry's title to the throne is open to question; 

7 
so Richard must not live.' As a disciple of the Machia-
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vellian philosophy, Bolingbroke cannot do the killing him

self. "Princes should have things that v/ill bring them 
I 

hatred done by their agents," says Machiavelli; and Bol

ingbroke accordingly employs Exton. And from the time of 

Richard's death, Henry is concerned with the need of a 

pilgrimage to the Holy Land. Bolingbroke's statement, 

"I'll make a voyage to the Holy Land," is in the Machiavel

lian vein. Machiavelli maintains throughout that the "good 
o 

ruler must appear pious in the eyes of his people." 

When he is next seen in a play, Henry IV, Part I, 

Henry has grovm prematurely old, and is still talking of 
the Holy Land: 

Forthv/ith a power of English shall v/e levy; 
Whose arms were moulded in their mothers' womb 
To chase these pagans in those holy fields 
Over those acres walk'd those blessed feet. . . . 

(I.i.22-27) 

Henry's conscience is sick. He is tormented by the inse

curity of power attained by violence. He owes too much 

to the friends who helped him in order to help themselves. 

He suffers, too, the remorse of a sinner, i>/ho is unable 

to repent because he cannot bring himself to surrender the 

fruits of his sin. He can only hope that God will consider 

his crime to have been sufficiently expiated in his ovm 

person and that he may be able to pass on to his son an 
9 

unblemished succession. 

In Holinshed, only the fact that Henry did usurp the 

crov/n is mentioned; whether or not he suffered from this 
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sin is not quite clear. To depict him as a man tormented 

by the sin simply makes the Shakespearean Henry IV more 

pathetic. 

In act one, scene one of Henry IV, Part J, King Henry 

is portrayed as a strong, shrev/d politician and a capable 

warrior. However, not only has he taken a throne which 

v;as not rightfully his and has had the rightful o;̂ mer mur

dered, but also suffers the results of the civil dissen

sion which followed his violent acts. I'Jhen Henry speaks 

in the first scene, the ambiguity of the king's position 

shines through his entire speech. He v/ishes to govern his 

kingdom in peace and prosperity; yet, his oim usurpation 

of the throne is the very cause of the unsettled conditions 

which prevail. Although a pilgrimage or crusade to the Holy 

Land is laudable in any ruler, the decision of Henry IV 

can be regarded at this precise moment as an act of atone

ment for the raurder of Richard II, a divinely anointed 

king. 

In the same scene, VJestmoreland' s casual simile refer

ring to Henry Percy's victories in battle ("It is a con

quest for a prince to boast of" /line 11/.) is taken lit

erally by the king, v/ho immediately begins to brood over 

the differences between the Earl of Northumberland's son 

Henry, who is the "theme of honor's tongue," and "sweet 

fortune's minion and her pride," and his ov/n Prince Henry, 

who at the moment is given over to "riot and dishonor." 
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Holinshed refers to discord between Prince Hal and 

King Henry; and picking up this cue, Shakespeare presents 

King Henry, haunted by the fear that his oldest son, who 

should succeed him to the throne, will be the same king 

or wastrel that Richard was. Henry IV is therefore dis

traught to think that Henry Percy is more truly "honorable" 

and worthy of the throne than Hal. 

There is a touch of hypocrisy in the king as he glosses 

over the extent of his moral fault; and Worcester's suspi

cion in act one, that he ivill never be able to trust the 

king, may be justified. At this point, however, Henry 

has the poise and address of a king--a necessary coldness 

and a peremptory attitude. He speaks in a formal, even 

over-bearing, manner. He alleges that his blood has been 

too temperate and his patience too long suffering, consid

ering the indignities the Percies have heaped upon him. 

He threatens force against the Percies; but v/hen V/orcester 

reminds the king that it was with the Percies' help that 

he was inade king, Henry becomes angry, for he knows this 

statement is true. Henry remarks that Worcester's tone 

of address is "peremptory"; but, this accusation is not 

true, and one begins to feel that some hidden suspicion 

motivates Henry's charge. Henry seems to be in the grip 

of a superstitious fear of Glendower's reputed abilities 

in magic, for he comments upon "That great magician, damn'd 

Glendov/er." Shakespeare's source for Henry's fear is from 
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^^® Chronicles. It is noted that Glendower "through art 

magike . . . cased such foule weather of winds, tempest, 

rain, snow and haile to be raised" (iii.520). 

The next appearance of King Henry is in act three, 

scene one; and in this scene Shakespeare again emphasizes 

Henry's unhappiness v/ith his son. The king muses: 

I knov/ not v/hether God will have it so. 
For some displeasing service I have done. 
That, in his secret doom, out of my blood 
He'll breed revengement and a scourge for me. 

(III.ii.l4.-8) 

Is God punishing him for some sin of his past life? Henry 

states v/ith some sarcasm that he believes Hal is "the rod 

of heaven / To pvmish my mistreadings." How else, he in

quires. 

Could such inordinate and loiv desires. 
Such poor, such bare, such lev/d, such mean attempts 
Such barren pleasures, rude society, 

(III.ii.l2-li|.) 

as the Prince is nox̂  "grafted to" hold a place in his 

princely heart? 

As the king continues, the serious purpose of his 

speech begins to take on the coloration of vanity v/hen 

he speaks of having been wondered at like a comet and of 

men pointing him out to their children. This speech not 

only shows the strength of purpose and the strength of 

personality which have been his strongest assets, but also 

reveals a certain vanity in his nature. 

The first scene of act five is set in the king's camp 

near Shrev/sbury. V/hen Worcester speaks, he defends the 

http://III.ii.l4.-8
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revolt on the groujids that Henry forfeited the allegiance 

of those who went against him because of his "unl^indncss" 

and his violation of faith, both of which are actions un

becoming a king. Henry knows that V/orcester again speaks 

the truth; but with dignified contempt, he dismisses Wor

cester's charges as the specious reasons of a v/anton re

bel. Henry maintains the character of a king and displays 

his true royalty by refusing to bargain, even while he 

offers his free and unconditional pardon. 

In the final scene the war ends; the rebels are pun

ished; valor is rev/arded; and all of the successes are 

marked by King Henry's "stout courage." At this point, 

Holinshed's Henry IV and Shakespeare's King Henry are again 

much the same. The play ends with royal victory over the 

rebels at Shrewsbury; and the king's words are: "Thus ever 

did rebellion find rebuke." But, in the northern parts of 

England, civil v/ar is threatening, and King Henry orders 

forces against North-umber land and the Archbishop of York. 

It is at this point that the play, Henry IV, Part II, 

begins. In act tv/o, when the king is first introduced, he 

is portrayed as a man v;orn by cares and troubles of ruling; 

and England is torn by civil dissension. He suffers from 

kingship and conscience because once again he desires to 

go "unto the Ploly Land" (III.i.109). Ailing and exhausted, 

the king invokes sleep and laments the fact that its sooth

ing balm, freely enjoyed by the lov/liest of his subjects. 
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is denied him: "Uneasy lies the head that wears a crov.Ti" 

(III.i.31). Yet, his concern for the welfare of England 

is very real and is reflected especially in his v/orry a-

bout the character of his son and heir. 

Shakespeare presents the king in an action that syiu-

bolizes his personal, political and spiritual states.•'"̂  

Through the means of the long soliloquy in act three, 

when the king informs the audience that he cannot sleep, 

it is evident that the problems of state are becoming too 

much for him. The king mentions the foulness of the "body 

of our kingdom" (III.i.38). Consequently, the king serves 

as a mirror in which one can v±e\-j the reflection of dis

ease as it applies to himself and to the state. The king 

is sick in body and conscience, and in mind. The repen

tance he displays in the recapitulation of past deeds mo

ll 

mentarily mirrors his tormented soul. Warwick depicts 

the king's condition by commenting: 

Your Majesty hath been this fortnight ill. 
And these unseason'd hours perforce must add 
Unto your sickness. 

(III.i.lOli-106) 

Shakespeare presents the deeper v/orklngs of Henry's soul, 

where rankles a certain remorse for his wrongs to the dead 

12 king whom he has supplanted. 

As the king and Warwick talk away the midnight, or the 

king's insomnia, the king remembers how Richard spoke like 

a prophet of the future treachery of the Percies. Although 

Warv/ick discounts the possibility of there being anything 



31 

supernatural in Richard's prophecy, the audience is again 

reminded that Henry is a sinner, and that he should endure 

rebellion as part of his punishment."^^ God is the only 

one who can heal the king, not only from his political 

infection or his physical delimmas, but also from his spir

itual failures.*^^ 

As was true in the earlier play, Shakespeare presents 

the king as a ruler, v/ho, determined and capable though 

he is, suffers the "unquiet mind" of one who is guilty of 

usurpation and regicide. For this characterization of 

Henry, Shakespeare began with points made in Holinshed's 

Chronicles: "Henry is . . . vexed v/ith sicknesse" (iii. 

51i.O); "a guilty conscience in extremitie of sicknesse pinch-

eth sore" (iii.57); and Bolingbroke's lack of "moderation 

and loialtie . . . for the which both he himselfe and his 

lineall race were scourged afterwards, as a due punishment 

vnto rebellious subiects" (ii.869). 

The "pathetic character" is evident when Henry's life 

is threatened; and Henry's last hours are equally moving 

when, "sore troubled" with disease, he v/eeps to be recon

ciled with the Prince and regrets "with a great sign" his 

15 

criminal actions for attaining the croim. -̂  On his death

bed Henry sorrowfully admits that he has come to the throne 

"by . . . bjrpaths and crooked ways, as God knows," and ex

perienced a troublesome reign. The king implores God to 

forgive him for deposing an anointed ruler and to grant 



32 

that his son have a tranquil reign. 

Here the king emerges as a fully-realized human be-

ing who wins the sympathy of all v/ho behold and listen to 

him. He is above all the loving father, mourning because, 

now having reached the end of life, all the care he has 

bestowed upon his son and heir seems to have been wasted; 

and he is a conscience-stricken and penitent sinner. 

He is sure that civil dissension which characterized his 

reign and Prince Henry's v/ay\/ardness are a part of the 

punishment meted out by a just God. 

The actions of King Henry in act four, scenes three 

and four are almost identical to the actions of the dying 

Henry IV as they are historically described. He "caused 

his crov/ne to be set on a pillow at his bed's head"; he 

was "suddenlie reuiued out of that trance" and "perceiued 

the lacke of his crov/ne," after the Prince had taken it 

up; and, "They bare him unto a chamber . • . called leru-

salem" (H.iii.5i|l). Stressing the repeated troubles of 

Henry's reign. Holinshed sums it up as one of "great per-

plexitie and little pleasure" (iii.57). 

Thus, King Henry IV is a politician. He climbs to the 

throne by "crooked ways"; and guile as well as strength 

is revealed in his dealings v/ith his nobles. Henry is no 

sentimentalist, but a practical man of affairs, who recog

nizes that if he would wage the battle of life successfully, 

17 
he imist adapt himself to the ways of the world. Henry IV 
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is a sad figure, especially v/hen his disappointment in 

his heir is quite apparent. 

In some personages Shakespeare realizes, magnificently, 

characterizations already clear. In Holinshed, for in

stance, the bases of the king's character are well laid 

in the demonstration of his acumen and "policy" over Mor

timer and the Percies, his vigorous initiatives against 

opposition, his military energy v/hich surprises his enem

ies, his leadership in battle, and his care-shadowed 

reign. The characterization, v/hether for quantity or 

quality or variety, or again whether regarded in the in

dividual development or the dramatic combination, is above 

. 1 9 all praise. 



CHAPTER IV 

HENRY V 

In the Chronicles, Holinshed says of Henry V: 

This Henrie was a king of life with
out spot; and a prince whome all men loued, 
and of none disdained; a capteine against 
whome fortune neuer frowned, nor mischance 
once spurned; ^̂ /ho5e people him so seuere 
a iusticer both loued and obeied, that he 
left no offense vnpunished, nor freenship 
vnrewarded; a terrour to rebels, and sup-
pressour of sedition, his vertues notable 
his qualities most praise-worthie. 

. . . a maiestie v/as he that both 
loued & died a paterne in princehood, a 
lode-starre in honour, and mirrour of 
magnificence; the more highlie exalted 
in his life, the more deepelie lamented 
at his death, and famous to the world 
alv/aie. 

(iii.583) 

There is no character more popular in drama or fic

tion than that of the young scapegrace, Henry of Monmouth, 

who suddenly betters expectation and surprises the v/orld 

with his wisdom, prov/ess, magnanimity and success. 

Prince Hal, as Shakespeare found him in the historical 

accounts, i%̂as already cast for this enviable impersonation. 

He had done all that was necessary to make him the darling 

of English history--from neglecting his studies, behavior 

which many English worthies have claimed as a distinction 

31+ 
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in later life, to assulting the Lord Chief Justice of Eng

land. From John Stow's Annales of England, a strong par

allel is seen between King Henry V and Shakespeare's 

Henry V: "The renowned prince king Henry the fift, during 

the life of his father, was noted to be fierce, & of wanton 

courage. . . ."-̂  The virtually "official" Vita Henrici 

Quinti by Tito Livio admits that his /Tienry's/ youthful 

pursuits v/ere war, love, "and other things v/hich license 

allows to soldiers." Lambeth of the popular Brut Chronicle 

tells how, as Prince of V/ales, "the fylle & yntended gretly 

to ryot, and drev/ to -v̂/ylde company; & dyuers lentylmen 

and lentylwommen fol•l̂ ŷed his v/ylle." Lambeth also mentions 

that only three honest covmsellors opposed his inclinations. 

Henry loved these men "aftyrward best, for pere good coim-

sayle." Fabyan's Chronicle (I5l6) attributes to him "all 

byce and indolency" with "ryottours and v/ylde disposed 

persones," until on accession "suddenly . . . became a 
newe man."^ 

As depicted in the Henry IV plays, the Prince is a man 

who has acquired a thorough knowledge of human nature, both 

in himself and in others. He is Shakespeare's studied pic

ture of the kingly type.^ Using both direct description 

and self-revelation through act and word, Shakespeare sets 

forth his character with great elaboration. Henry V has 

the manliness, the physical strength and ability, the per-
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sonal courage, the generalship, the ruthlessness, the 

piety, and the exalted patriotic ternper vrhich Holinshed 

had attributed to the great popular hero of the land. 

But the mero transcription of traits will not go far to

wards making a character; and "Shakespeare gave him many 

other features, and put in his nostrils the breath of 

life besides." 

For Henry IV, Part Î , in which Shakespeare perfected 

his own type of history, he had the Famous Victories as 

authority for Prince Hal's wildness, a theme which is not 

greatly emphasized by Holinshed.' The only indication of 

King Henry's wildness that gives support to the Shakespear

ean Henry is in the summing up of the Prince's character 

by Holinshed: 

• . . he v/as youthfullie giuen, grov/ne to 
audacitie, and had chosen him companions agree
able to his age. . . . But yet » . . his be-
hauiour was not offensive or at least tending 
to the damage of anie bodie; sith he had a care 
to auoid dooing of wrong, and to tedder his 
affections within the tract of vertue." 

Thus, Shakespeare's Prince Henry leads a v/ild and 

merry life among the lower elements of society. After 

becoming king, he undergoes what appears to the Arch

bishop to be a miraculous conversion. 

At the end of the first scene in v/hich he appears, 

the Prince assiomes the function of Chorus to comraent on 

himself in the soliloquy which begins with "I know you 

all" (I.ii.219). Here, not only is the Prince presenting 
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a studied deliberatenecs of his present conduct, but he 

is also justifying to an Elizabethan audience this appar

ent degradation of royalty; "hence the powerful emphasis 

on the rich compensation for such degradation." 

Shakespeare presents Prince Hal as a prince v/ho knov/s 

what he is doing at all times, as v/ell as one v/ho firmly 

intends to change his v/ays v/hen the time comes for him to 

be a king: 

My reformation, glittering o'er my fault. 
Shall show more goodly and attract more eyes 
Than that which hath no foil to set it off. 
I'll so offend, to make offence a skill 
Redeeming time when men think least I v/ill. 

(I.ii.237-2i|.l) 

The prince reveals a high degree of self-av/areness and pur-

posefulness iN/hen he assures the audience that he v/ill over

come Palstaff's attractions: 

Yet herein v/ill I imitate the suji, 
V/ho doth permit the base contagious clouds 
To smother up his beauty from the v/orld. 
That, when he please again to be himself. 
Being wanted, he may be more wonder'd at. 
By breaking through the foul and ugly mists 
Of vapors that did seem to strangle him. 

(I.ii.221-227) 

Comparing himself to the sun, he declares that he, too, 

will presently emerge and stun beholders by his glory. 

A clue to Henry of Monmouth's disposition is given 

in this, his first serious speech, \̂ nlatever Henry may 

be do ing--v/hether it be drinl̂ ing sack with Falstaff or 

consenting to highway robbery with Poins, threatening 

to sack a city or exposing his loyal subjects to the hazards 
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of war—he must satisfy himself that he is doing only what 

is.justifiable. Most of his speeches in the three plays 

are speeches of self-justification. His first significant 

speech is, in fact, the preliminary statement of a lead

ing motive. Henry undoubtedly enjoys the lov/ life of 

Eastcheap. The plea that he consorts with lev/ companions 

merely in order that he may surprise the v/orld later with 

a timely reformation is his way of finding a good and suf

ficient reason for doing something he v/ants to do. V/hen 

Henry finds a good excuse to think well of himself, he 

easily lets go. Throughout his madcap career he holds 

fast to the assumption that, in amusing himself with Fal

staff, he is preparing to stagger society with a well-timed 

reformation and that he is in the meantime collecting use

ful information and experience. 

"Directly from one v/ho knew Henry of Monmouth well" 

comes the story that the Prince would lie in ambush with 

11 his mates to rob his own receivers. In the second act 

0^ Henry IV, Part I, Prince Hal has consented to highway 

robbery at Gadshill. This action may be low life, but it 

is good fellowship. These courses of behavior are wild 

oats, but they are wholesome. A young man who begins v/ith 

cutting purses for the fun is not improbably a young man 

v/ho will "cut something of a figure on reaching years of 

12 
discretion." But, when Hal is left alone, Shakespeare 

seizes the opportunity to v/arn the readers instantly in 
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a soliloquy that the prince's v/aggery is only skin-deep: 

"The money shall be paid back with advantage" (III.iv.599). 

If Henry means what he says, he consorts with inferior 

persons from pure policy. Evidentally, he is misconducting 

himself in Eastcheap so that, later on in V/estminster, he 

may startle and impress the world with his "good behaviour." 

If he is merely trying, with false reasons, to justify his 

present way of life, he is combining an honest liking for 

vulgar society with a sharp sense of his ov/n superior sta-

. . 13 t3.on. -̂  

The prince's character undergoes a radical change in 

the fourth scene of act two. In the beginning of the scene 

his attitude is somewhat ridiculous as he laughs at the 

condescending airs of the tavern lads who have sought to 

flatter him. His dismissal of the drawers as persons of 

no consequence seems to fit the following scene of non

sense when Hal just wants to "laugh a little" (line 2). 

In one way, Frances's position tends to mirror the prince's, 

whose ov/n problem can be represented as that of a man 

"indentured to kingship," and those actions in "running 

from it." The prince marvels that though Frances is a man, 

he should have fewer words than a parrot; then, by quite 

a contrast, the Prince's thoughts turn to Hotspur; and, 

the problem of honor and manhood seems to be taking form 

in Hal's mind. 

Later, in the same scene, Falstaff begins to consider 

http://III.iv.599
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more seriously the effects of war, and the prince seems 

to-have quite an unconcerned attitude for the problems 

of his father. The two King-Prince dialogues by Hal and 

Falstaff contribute to the amusement of the audience, and 

they also point out the prince's devil-may-care attitude. 

Hov/ever, toward the end of the scene, the truly Shakespear

ean technique of "saving a character" from too much crit

icism finds its place; for the close of the scene presents 

Hal in a much more serious manner. His desire to repay 

the stolen money and his intentions to go to the v/ars in

dicate a more favorable character, especially for a king-

to-be: "We must all to the wars, and thy place shall be / 

honorable" (II.iv«595-596). 

The turning point of Henry IV, Part Î , comes in act 

three when Prince Henry finally makes the decision to break 

"through the foul and ugly mists / Of vapors that did seem 

to strangle him." He makes the promise to his father: 

"I shall hereafter, my thrice gracious lord, / Be more 

myself" (III.ii.92-93). In the third scene the prince seems 

to be following through with his plans to "reform," for 

he will not be drawn into lighthearted joking v/hen he tells 

Falstaff that his father has given him a command. The 

prince shoxvs himself to be in command of the situation 

and in control of himself. From this point on, there is 

no possibility that he will fail to fulfill his destiny. 

One will notice that there is a parable in all of the 
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plays involving Henry V; for Prince Hal, like Everyman, 

or.Everyprince, must choose his v/ay of life.-^^ Hal must 

choose between honor and dishonor in v/ar: will he imitate 

a gallant Hotspur or the old Falstaff, whose bravest feat 

is to stab a dead man? The prince chooses honor and prac

tices it on the field at Shrewsbury in the final act of 

Part I. V/hen King Henry IV is threatened with an insur

rection led by Hotspur in act five, scene four. Prince Hal 

shows the very qualities that his father had earlier feared 

he lacked. Courageous and skillful, Hal makes a gallant 

show on the battle-field, saving his father's life and 

killing Hotspur. Moreover, he displays true nobility of 

soul by giving Hotspur his just measure of praise and honor, 

for the prince could appreciate valor even in an enemy. 

Thus, by the end of Part Î , Prince Henry shows the making 

of a true king and hero. 

In his account of Prince Henry's valor at the Battle 

of Shrei^sbury, Shakespeare deviates from Holinshed, who 

attributes the victory to the personal prowess of the king. 

However, in the play, the father, as a warrior, is over

shadowed by the son. The prince's rescue of the king has 
15 no foundation in the Chronicles. 

In the beginning of Henry IV, Part II, Prince Hal, 

after apparent disregard of his princely obligations, does 

emerge as the hero of the Battle of Shrewsbury. However, 

in act two, scene two, Hal again chooses to tolerate the 
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unrestrained behavior of Falstaff and his cronies. Despite 

his v/it and apparently unconcerned manner, he has deep 

concern for his father's health, and for the affairs of 

the realm. V/hen Poins replies that Hal's grief cannot be 

very deep, Hal protests: " . . . keeping such vile company 

as thou are hath in reason taken from me all ostentation 

of sorrow." Again in act two, but in scene four, the 

prince in a comic episode crosses swords with Falstaff. 

Hal again endorses the precept that life should have its 

lighter moments, and he joins Poins in gulling Sir John. 

VJhen Prince Henry is absent from his dying father's 

bedside, the king's doubts about the character of his son 

are understandable. However, in act four, scene five, the 

prince, still evidentally misunderstood by his father, fi

nally vindicates himself in his father's eyes. Hal assures 

his dying father: 

. . . If I do feign, 
0, let me in my present wildness die 
And never live to show the incredulous world 
The noble change that I have p\irposedi 

(IV.v.152-155) 

If there are any doubts about the sincerity of his avowals, 

one should recall earlier evidence which points unmj.stak-

enly to young Henry's genuine affection and respect for his 

father. In this scene, Shakespeare takes special care to 

prepare the way for the prince's rejection of Falstaff. 

A king must have civic virtues. So Prince Hal has 

to choose again between Order and Justice, on the one hand. 
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and Disorder and Anarchy, on the other. In other words, 

Hal will have to choose between the Lord Chief Justice, 

who was bold enough to imprison the prince v/hen he broke 

the law, and Falstaff, the liar, cheat, anarchist. In act 

five, scene two of Part II, the prince chooses J"ustice--

and breaks Palstaff's heart."^^ 

A. C. Bradley thinks that, if one has read the prince's 

character right, he should not be surprised at Hal's re

jection of Falstaff; for his growing hardness and his a-

doption of crafty political devices make the banishment 

17 

thoroughly in character. The prince is aloof and Olym

pian from the start and never treats Falstaff any better 

than his dog, with whom he condescends once in a v;hile to 
-1 o 

have a game. It is not the prince who deceives; it is 

Falstaff who deceives himself by wishful thinking. The 

most the prince does is not to take drastic measures to 

disabuse Falstaff; he does no more than repeat the unlcind 

truths he has never spared telling. His first speech to 

Falstaff, "Thou are so fat-witted . . . ," as well as many 

other statements, is a cool statement of what he thinks of 

him. In the same scene Hal plays with Falstaff when re

ferring to the gallows. Falstaff dislikes the subject, but 

the prince continues to aggravate and annoy him. 

It is worth noting that Hal's final assumption of his 
royal duties is accompanied, not merely by the banishment, 

19 
but by the death of Falstaff. Because Shakespeare's 



model king could not shut his eyes to respect for law and 

au1?hority, the playv/right must discard Falstaff and all 

he represents. Giving up his former friends is not an easy 

sacrifice for Henry; but, he, an individual of lively intel

ligence, deliberately narrov/s his outlook so that he may 

see only the business at hand. He limits his mind to the 

performance of a political task and forcibly persuades 

himself that everything he does to that end is his humble 

20 
duty. The discarding of Falstaff is, in fact, not only 

a political but a human necessity. 

In act five, scene tv/o, the now-completely reformed 

prince of the earlier scenes is, to the surprise of all 

others present in this scene, the personification of the 

magnanimity and dedication to duty. This important scene 

has been prepared for throughout the two Henry IV plays. 

The apparently wayward heir to the thj?one embraces Order 

and Justice and praises the Lord Chief Justice for enforc

ing the law. Even though it v/as this Lord Chief Justice 

who had recently committed Henry to prison, the nev/ king 

remarks: 

. . . I live to speak my father's words: 
"Happy am I, that have a man so bold. 
That dares do justice on my proper son." 

(V.ii.107-109) 

As Henry continues to reminisce, he laments the death of 

his father. He also recognizes his now regal situation. 

My father is gone v/ild into his grave. 
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. . . The tide of blood in me 
Hath proudly flow'd in va3ri.:.ty till ncu: 

' Now doth it turn and ebb back to the sea, 
V/here it shall mingle with the state of floods 
And flow henceforth in formal majesty. 

(V.ii.123 & 129-133) 

The contrition here expressed presupposes that the East-

cheap revels were genuine wild oats. The prince's solilo-

quy at the end of the scene promises that he will exhibit 

all the proper regal virtues. Thus, Shakespeare reassures 

the audience that it is now safe to identify the prince 

with English life generally. 

Although Hal appears chiefly in the scenes of the 

comic subplot of Part II, he is never the madcap youth v/ho 

ignores responsibility. Instead, he is an \inusually poised 

and gifted young man, the breadth of v/hose character is 

emphasized again and again. The key to understanding his 

behavior is to be found in the Earl of Warwick's comfort

ing v/ords addressed to the despairing King Henry IV: 

My gracious lord, you look beyond him quite: 
The prince but studies his companions 
Like a strange tongue, v/herein, to gain the language, 

. . . So, like gross terms. 
The prince v/ill in the perfectness of time 
Cast off his followers; and their memory 
Shall as a pattern or a measure live. 
By which his grace must mete the lives of others. 
Turning past evils to advantages. 

(IV.iv.67-69 & 73-78) 

V/hen Henry V begins, Henry of Monmouth has been crov/ned 

King of England. Readers are reminded in Holinshed's Chron

icles that as a crov/ned king, he was 

determined to put on him the shape of a nev/ r.ian. 

file:///inusually
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• . . For v/here as aforetime he had made him
selfe a companion vnto misrulie mates of dis
solute order and life, he now banished them all 
f*T»0"m Vines "Ti-nckooi-ii^/i i-J-from his presence. 

In the first scene of the play the Archbishop marvels 

at Henry's grasp of affairs and his general maturity, be

cause as a prince he did not spend his time in study and 

solitude. Ely replies by comparing Prince Henry to a berry 

growing beneath a covering of nettles or to a summer grass, 

springing up at night unseen. Similarly, the yoimg prince 

must have been maturing unobserved by those around him. 

So here, the greatness of Shakespeare's King Henry V, which 

could be called the theme of the play, is introduced. 

The brief discussion of the king's character by the 

two bishops serves an important function. Before King 

Henry is seen or heard in the next scene, Shakespeare wants 

the audience to know something about him. When the audience 

does meet King Henry V in scene two, they already know hov/ 

highly he is respected by his court. This scene is a re

minder that Henry v/as, as a young man, wild and unreliable; 

but the bishops are quick to inform the audience that he 

is nov/ a wise and highly respected monarch. 

In this scene Henry is presented as cautious and pru

dent. Wcien the Dauphin's insulting message is delivered 

to the king, Henry's self-control and politeness are con

trasted with the rudeness and poor taste of the French 

prince. In his reply to the Dauphin, Henry has an oppor-
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tunity to display his wit and eloquence. Henry cleverly 

shifts the responsibility for the war onto the French, for 

he realizes that it is to his advantage to make the enemy 

seem to be at fault. Henry makes up his mind before hear

ing the ambassador; however, it is interesting to note that 

in Shakespeare's sources Henry decided to go to v/ar after, 

rather than before, receiving the Dauphin's message. Per

haps Shakespeare deliberately has this action precede the 

ambassador's speech to avoid the suggestion that Henry is 

acting from a personal motive and in haste. Such an in

ference could detract from his image as the perfect Chris

tian king. Having made up his mind, the king is all ea

gerness to proceed with the invasion of France. He is a 

man of action v/ho does not delay in embarking upon a nev/ 

project. By the end of this scene, Shakespeare has pre

sented Henry as a worthy hero of an epic draraa. 

Throughout this first act Henry is presented as one 

who is particularly well-suited for the difficult office 

of the king. He is regal without being haughty; proud, yet 

self-controlled; eager to claim his right, but always pru

dent when the security of England is concerned. Henry 

rules his personal life in accordance v/ith the demands of 

his public image. Until the betrayal episode in act tv/o, 

scene two. King Henry seems to have no regrets at sacri

ficing his friendships to political expediency; hov/ever. 

Scroop's actions seem to cause the king noticeable anguish. 
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As a result of the betrayal, the king's faith in human ] oy-

alty is obviously shaken; and from that point on he appears 

to be less trusting and therefore an even lonelier man. 

In act three, the third scene consists only of Henry's 

speech rallying his men: "Once more into the breach, dear 

friends, once more, / Or close the wall up with our Eng

lish dead." Henry is a master at generating enthusiasm 

among his men, by both the example of his deeds and the 

power of his oratory. There is great gaiety in Henry's 

concluding words as he compares the war not to a bloody 

and fearful encounter but to a game. In this way he makes 

it seem both easy and pleasant. His motto, delivered in 

a ringing cry, calls upon the king by his more familiar 

name, Harry, and reminds his audience that "God was for 

Harry." Thus, his abilities as a leader are demonstrated 

as he appeals to the different classes among his follov/ers 

in terms that they will understand and appreciate. 

The mercifulness of Henry is seen in act three, scene 

three, as he gives the governor of Harfleur one last chance 

to surrender. Of course, the thought of losing control 

of his men is in his mind; hov/ever, Henry obviously abhors 

the thought of rape and plunder. 

The beginning of act four takes place the night be

fore the Battle of Agincourt. The haggard English, fear

fully waiting by their fires, "Sit patiently and inly ru

minate /The morning's danger" (IV. Prologue. 23-2I4.). Henry, 
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"The royal captain of his ruined band," walks throughout 

his camp to inspect and to cheer his soldiers. He manages 

to put courage into the hearts of his men, and the Chorus 

describes the king as he ' 

Bid them good morrow with a modest smile 
And calls them brothers, friends, and countrymen. 
Upon his royal face there is no note 
How dread an army hath enroimded him. 

(IV.Prologue.33-37) 

Henry appears so \inwearied and untroubled that the appre

hensive soldiers are heartened by the "little touch of 

Harry in the night." 

\'\/hile Henry infuses courage into his men, he is not 

22 without unease of soul. The conversation with Bates, 

Court, and Williams forces Henry to examine his conscience 

on his responsibility for those v/ho are to die in the com

ing battle. Left to his thoughts in scene one, Henry so

liloquizes on the burdens of the kingship; and this occa

sion is the first time the audience hears him thinking 

rather than talking to others. Henry has not forgotten 

the crime that brought his father to the throne, and he 

is evidentally troubled by his father's deed. This scene 

presents Henry, the King of England, as a man with hopes, 

fears, and loves like those of any other man. The en

counter with the three soldiers and the soliloquy that 

closes scene one help to complete one's understanding of 

Henry as a human being. Henry is devout: his prayers for 

God's favor are sincere and from the heart. His religious 

file:///inwearied


50 

convictions are remembered after the battle as well as 

before, for his piety does not diminish with success. 

Henry thanks God and not his o\m strength for the success: 

"Praised be God, and not our strength, for it" (IV.vii.89). 

Again, Henry attributes the English success to God's help 

and forbids his army to boast of their prowess: 

0 God, thy arm was here; 
And not to us, but to thy arm alone. 
Ascribe we alll 

(IV.viii.111-113) 

In winning a wife, Henry displays those characteris

tics which are most admired in the legendary Englishman. ̂ ^ 

Henry acts the plain soldier wooing a lady in frank and 

pleasant terms. He is gay and persuasive, and he prom

ises that his heart will be true to her. Yet, it is obvious 

that this union is a political marriage; for Henry remarks 

that he loves France so well that he will not part with a 

single French village. 

Throughout the play Henry is presented as the ideal 

king. The churchmen declare their admiration for him, 

and in the course of the play their judgment is confirmed. 

Cowl remarks that Shakespeare has embodied the fullest 

expression of his ideal manhood in his character, Henry V. 

With sympathetic insight and subtle art, Shakespeare traces 

the character development from "irresponsible youth to 

triumphant kingship." ^ Thus, in both the Chronicles and 

in the plays, Henry V is quite heroically drawn: 

In strength and nimblenesse of bodie from his 
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youth few to him comparable. . . . Euerie 
honest person v/as permitted to corie to him 
. . . he had true intelligence. . . . He 
had such knowledge in ordering and guiding 
an armie, and such a gift to incourage his 
people. . . . 

(H.iii.583) 
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CHAPTER V 

HENRY VI 

In the Chronicles Holinshed comments on the "yoong 

years" of King Henry VI: 

Nov/ when he /henvj V/ saw them pensif ie 
for his sicknesse and great danger of life 
. . . he . . . exhorted them to be trustie 
and faithful vnto his sonne, and to see that 
he might be well and vertuouslie brought 
up. . . . 

After the birth of Henry VI, King Henry V vjas warned 

by some prophesie, . . . He /fienry V7 said 
. . . "I Henrie, borne at Monmouth, shall 
small time reign, & much get; and Henrie 
borne at Windsore, shall long reign, and 
all loose; but, as God will, so be it." 

(iii.581) 

Henry's abrupt death and his many v/ars left a poor 

legacy to his infant son, v/hose disastrous reign is the 

subject of most of Shakespeare's first tetralogy (the 

three parts of Henry VI and Richard III), Of the chron

iclers Shakespeare drew upon, Holinshed and Hall are the 

most important. 

Part Î  opens v/ith the fimeral of Henry V, who v/as 

succeeded, as the chroniclers duly record, by his infant 

son. But infancy does not suit the dramatist, v/ho needs 

Henry VI as a character. Shakespeare makes him old enough 

52 
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to fall in love in the last scene of this play: a perfectly 

legitimate departure from history.^ 

The first two acts of Part I present evidence of the 

chaos and discord within England. In act one, scene one, 

the whole of France is lost. Historically, England lost 

Prance over a period of approximately twenty years; how

ever, Shakespeare could hardly portray twenty years on the 

stage. In scene three the rivalry between Gloucester and 

Winchester is revealed: a conflict which further complicates 

the reign of Henry VI. In act two, scene three, Shakespeare 

adds to history a version of the Temple-garden scene. This 

scene helps Shakespeare to identify the rift between the 

houses of Lancaster and York. 

The character of Henry VI is not presented to the aud

ience until the third act. However, v/hen the act begins, 

the audience already knows much of his character and of 

the lack of respect and affection his nobles have for him. 

An argument between Gloucester and Winchester introduces 

the scene. When Henry is permitted to speak, he expresses 

humbleness and love. The boy king pleads with his turbu

lent uncles to compose their differences, but the noise 

of a street fight interrupts him. The king is humiliated 

by the uproar caused by the bishop's m.en: the rioters enter 

to hurl taunts at each other's heads in the royal presence. 

This scene is historically correct, according to Fabyan's 

account of such an incident which took place on October 30» 
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Despite his youth, the king is not ignorant of the 

unrest and dissension within his kirj-dom: 

Believe me, lords, my tender years can tell 
Civil dissension is a viperous v/orm 
That gnavjs the bowels of the Commonwealth. 

(III.i.71-73) 

Shakespeare concludes this scene by permitting Exter to 

clarify the conditions that exist in the court. He iden

tifies the "late dissension groî m betwixt the peers" (III. 

i.189). He also remembers the fatal prophecy made by 

Henry V: "Henry born at Monmouth should v/in all / And 

Henry born at V/indsor lose all" (III.i.198-199). Exter 

continues by expressing his desire that "His days may fin

ish ere that hapless time." 

In his desire to stop some of the arguing in his 

court and in his realm. King Henry seeks to settle a 

quarrel between Vernon and Basset. Their quarrel stems 

from the fact that one wears a red rose, and the other 

wears a white rose. Instead of the king's taking both 

roses to represent a reconciliation, he only takes the 

red rose, which is the badge of Somerset. V/hen York com

ments on his dislike of the king's wearing the red rose, 

Warwick reminds York: "Tush, that was but his fancy, blame 

him not; / I dare presume, sweet prince, he thought no 

harm" (IV.i.178-179). Once again, the audience is re

minded of the king's inability to settle the dissension. 
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than his actual years, he continues to point out that the 

king is highly influenced by the nobles of his court. V/hen 

Gloucester mentions the proposed plan of marriage, Henry 

is surprised but submissive: 

Marriage, unclei alas, my years are youngi 
And fitter is my study and my books 

. . . as you please, . . . 
I shall be well content v/ith any choice. 

(V.i.21-22 & 25-26) 

Yet, Shakespeare permits the king to react in a much dif

ferent manner in the final scene of the play. Suffolk 

only describes Margaret to the king, and the young boy's 

reply is extremely passionate: 

Her virtues graced v/ith external gifts 
Do breed love's settled passions in my heart. 

So am I driven by breath of her renown 
Either to suffer shipv/reck or arrive 
V/here I may have fruition of her love. 

(V.v.3-i^ & 7-9) 

Henry VI, Part II begins with the crowning of Marga

ret as Queen of England. Immediately following the cere

mony Gloucester is asked to read the articles of contracted 

peace. Included in these articles is the proclamation that 

the "duchy of Anjou and the county of Maine shall be re

leased and delivered to the king her father" (I.i.51-52). 

This very foolish act on the part of Henry VI is related 

in the Chronicles: 
One thing seemed to be a great hinderance 

to /feace/; v/hi.ch was, bicause the king of Eng-
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land occupied a great part of the duchne of 
Aniou. and the vrhole countie of IIr̂:*.no, ap-
perteining (as v/as alledged) to king Reiner. 

(iii.62i[.) 

Shakespeare keeps the character of Suffolk in line v/ith 

the chroniclers because both Holinshed and the dramatist 

indicate that the marriage union v/as the doings of Suffolk, 

Concerning the returning of the French land, Holinshed 

remarks: 

The earle of Suffolk (I cannot sale), 
either corrupted x̂ îth bribes, or too much 
affectioned to this vnprofitable mariage, 
condescended, that the duchie of Aniou and 
the countie of Maine should be deliuered 
to the king of the brides father. 

(iii.6214.) 

Although Holinshed does not mention a possible feeling 

of affection betv/een Suffolk and Margaret, he does indi

cate a possible political conspiracy. Suffolk's actions 

in the Chronicles probably gave Shakespeare the idea of 

a triangular love affair between Suffolk, Margaret, and 

Henry VI. 

In acts one and tv/o, the king is infatuated by his 

queen; and there is much evidence that she completely dom

inates him. All Shakespeare had to do to characterize 

"Captain Margaret" was rely on his sources: 

. . . distaining that hir husband should be 
ruled rather than rule, could not abide that the 
duke of Gloucester should doe all things concern
ing the order of weightie affaires. . . . 

The queene . . • first of all excluded the d\ike 
of Gloucester from all rule and gouernance. 

(H.iii.626) 
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From this point on, in the play and in the historical ac

counts, all incidents work together to get rid of Glouces

ter's wife, then the Duke of York, then Winchester, and 

finally, Suffolk. In act'three, scene two, tragic cir

cumstances that have taken place prior to this time cause 

the king to suffer much. He frequently laments, grieves, 

and prays. When the queen begins to sense a change in 

his attitude toward her, she demands: "l-Zhat, dost thou 

turn av/ay and hide thy face? / I am no loathsome leper; 

look on me" (III.ii.7i4--75). The king is obviously suspi

cious of the foul dealings that have been going on in his 

court. 

The queen and Suffolk both realize that too much sus

picion has been throvm upon them; so the decision is made 

that Suffolk will go to Prance. Shakespeare again uses the 

Chronicles for his idea in this scene. 

The queene . . . caused the parlement 
. . . to be adiourned to Liecester; think
ing, by force and rigor of law, to suppress 
and subdue all the malice and euill will 
conceiued against the dulce & hir. 

(iii.631) 

V/hen Henry banishes Suffolk in the third scene, the queen 

pleads for "gentle Suffolk." Once again the king shov/s 

his realization of the intentions of his queen, for he 

rebukes her: "Ungentle queen, to call him gentle Suffolkl" 

After the death of Suffolk, the king chides the queen v/hen 

he finds her mourning: "I fear me, love, if that I had 

been dead, / Thou v/ouldst not have mourn'd so much for 
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me" (IV.iv.23-2k). 

^^ ^^® Phronicles Holinshed records that the king 

banished Suffolk "to appease the peoples furie." How

ever, through the banishment, Shakespeare presents "holy 

Henry" at, perhaps, his most powerful and persuasive 

time of ruling. However, in the fourth scene the char

acteristics most emphasized by the chroniclers and by 

Shakespeare are presented: v/eak, but pious and gentle, 

Henry approaches the deathbed of the Cardinal. 

A bit later, Henry expresses his desire to be just 

a common man: 

Was ever king that joy'd an earthly throne 
And could coinmand no more content than I? 
No sooner v/as I crept out of my cradle 
But I was made a king, at nine months old. 
Was never subject long'd to be a king 
As I do long and wish to be a subject. 

(IV.ix.1-6) 

It is surprising to find that Shakespeare informs the au

dience that Henry was only nine months old v/hen he ascended 

the throne; yet, in Part J, he is old enough to marry and 

to desire to marry. 

Inasmuch as Henry is such a rightous and gentle king, 

it is also surprising to hear him ask to see the "head 

of Cade." In act five, scene one, Henry commands: "0, 

let me view his visage, being dead." 

In the last lines of Part II, Warwick's comment re

minds the audience that the original crime—the deposition 
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and murder of Richard II by Henry IV-is still imexpiated: 

"Saint Alban's battle won by ramous York / Shall be eter-

nized in all age to come." God proceeded, in Hall's Bib

lical phrase, to "punish the grandfather in the sonnes 

Sonne." Englajid is suffering the humiliation of the loss 

of Prance, a French queen, and the throes of war. L!urder 

begets murder, and vengeance vengeance. Now in Henry VI, 

l^ll lllf chaos comes again; the jungle is loose; and the 

innocent are involved with the guilty.^ 

In the first scene of Part III, Henry is quick to 

blame others for the turmoil in the country. He is ac

cused by V/arwick of having lost all of France; but Henry 

reminds V/arwick: "The Lord protector lost it, and not 

I: / V/hen I was crov/n'd I was but nine months old" (I. 

i.111-112). Again Shakespeare reminds the audience of 

the infant king, v/hich he, as a playwright, chose not 

to characterize. 

In this scene, Henry is immediately reminded that he 

has no right to wear the crown of England. He willingly 

submits his regal authority to Richard Plantagenent and, 

at the same time, disinherits his own son. The basic so

cial bond of the family is disrupted. Thus, Shakespeare 

is "at some pains to select" and emphasize and add to scenes 

of fainily "contention."'^ He begins with the king. Henry 

shows himself an "unnatural father," v/hose political v/eak-



60 

ness in disinheriting h:l s son immediately provokes an out

burst by Margaret. 

There is not only the major struggle betv/een the ri

val houses, but also the painful reassertion of the moral 

and political order against the prevailing anarchy.^ The 

signs are few, but they are significant. The main point is 

Henry's "dividing thoughts" that youjig Richmond v/ill "in 

time . . . bless a regal throne," and "will prove our coun

try's bliss" (IV.vi.69). The vehicle of expression for this 

concept of order is Henry himself. ' In spite of his ov/n 

weakness, and the breaches of faith he has been led into, 

he is a standing protest against the horrors of the civil 

war. Part of Henry's motive in resigning the succession 

of his son is so that he can get York "to cease this civil 

war" (I.i.200). Henry registers an ineffectual protest 

against barbarity of placing York's head on the gates (II. 

ii); perhaps the thought of looking at the noble head of 

York, rather than looking at the common head of Cade, re

minds the king that a royal sovereign, as v/ell as a com

moner, could lose his head. Henry then gives the keepers 

a sermon on the respect due to their oaths. He calls dov/n 

the pity of heaven on the victims of civil v/ar and solilo

quizes on the sv/eet content of the Shepherd's life in a 

scene that epitomizes the entire situation (II.v). 

In act three, scene one, Shakespeare again reminds 

the audience of the flaw in his presenting Henry as a young 

http://IV.vi.69
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boy rather than an infant in Part I. In line 76, Henry 

reminds the audience for the third time in the rlcnry V^ 

plays that he "was anointed king at nine months old." It 

seems that some phrase of boyhood v/ould have served equally 

as well. 

In Henry's speech on the battlefield of Tov/ton (II.v), 

he sorrows, not for himself, but for the strife and treach

ery in which he is entangled. He has so little v/ish to be 

king that he feels he is doing v/ell for his faniily in agree

ing to disinherit his son. He sincerely envies a man who 

can live remote from great affairs: "sad-hearted men, much 

overgone x-/ith care, / Here sits a king more v/oful than you 

are" (II.v.l23-12i4.). Henry aims at escape in a private 

life; for in act three, scene one. King Henry enters "dis

guised, v/ith a prayer-book." As a king, hov/ever, he has 

betrayed his trust and authority, and succumbs as do the 

q 
rest. Ironically, Henry sits on York's molehill to re
flect the horrors of civil war (Il.v.lij.). 

The speech in which Henry's mood is crystallized is 

of a limpid simplicity. There is hardly an epithet. 

The picture is seen for itself and needs no explanation: 

0 Godl methinks it were a happy life. 
To be no better than a homely swain; 

Ah, v/hat a life were thisl how sv/eet 1 how lovely! 
Gives not the hawthorn-bush a sweeter shade 
To shepherds looking on their silly sheep. 
Than doth a rich embroider'd canopy 
To kings that fear their subjects' treachery? 

(II.iv.21-22 (c [|.1-1|5) 
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Hazlitt writes, "This is a true and beautiful description 

of,a naturally quiet and contented disposition." 

V/hatever one thinks of Henry as a man, no one can 

deny that his role, except perhaps for a few passages that 

seem inconsistent with the rest, is a remarkable piece of 

characterization. He is the only one of Shakespeare's kings 

12 
whose public and private personalities are identical. 

In contrast with his illustrious father, Henry VI is gen

erally dismissed as a weakling. He is a saint and a scholar, 

who is required to assert his authority over a termagant 

queen and a graceless set of political ruffians. He grieves 

not for himself, but for a kingdom in disorder and cruel

ties committed in his name. His v/eakness, as the world 

13 assesses weakness, is that of the altruist. -̂  He is a 

model of non-resistance and a pattern of humility in a 

society which believes only in power. Turbulence is ini

tially touched off by the fact that Henry VI, as a child, 

inherits the throne. He grows into a "holy" but weak and 

vascillating king, and possesses only the flawed title 

usurped by his Lancastrian grandfather, Henry IV. 

Henry is frequently bewildered by the problems thrust 

upon him; and he is willing to shed political responsibil

ity. However, no other king in Shakespeare's writing has 

the good of his kingdom more at heart or suffers more keenly 

15 
at the sufferings of his subjects: 
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What stronger breastplate than a heart untaintedl 
Thrice is he armed that hath his quarrel just. 
And he but naked, though lock'd up in steel 
Whose conscience with injustice is corrupted. ' 

(2H6.III.ii.232-235) 

When Henry declares that he would give his life to save 

his people, no one can doubt his word. 

Henry's unwillingness to seek revenge or to glory over 

a fallen enemy is another of his virtues that is stressed 

over and over. But the most remarkable thing about this 

childlike and saintly king is that he nearly succeeds in 

accomplishing what the astute and "practical" men around 

him were powerless to effect: an understanding betv/een the 

warring factions of Lancaster and York. An astounding 

admission and the highest tribute to the quiet power of 

Henry's character are the lines of Edward as he reminisces 

with Margaret: 

Hadst thou been meek, our title still had slept; 
And v/e, in pity of the gentle king. 
Had slipp'd our claim until another age. 

(3H6.II.iii.160-162) 

Goddard refers to these as the three most significant lines 

in the last play. 

Of all the deaths with which the History Plays are 

17 
crowded, Henry's is far the best. ' His final words of 

forgiveness to his murderer, Richard of Gloucester, are 

an echo of the dying words of Christ: "0, God forgive my 

sins, and pardon thee" (V.vi.60). Shakespeare's Henry v/as 

evidentally better fitted for the role of saint than that 

of king. 



CHAPTER VI 

RICHARD III 

In the Chronicles, Holinshed records of Richard III: 

Richard . . . was . . . litle of stature, 
ill featured of limmos, crooke backed, . . . 
hard fauoured of visage; . . . he v/as malic
ious, wrathfull, enuious, and from afore 
his birth euer forward. 

None euill capteine v/as he in the v/arre, 
as to which his disposition v/as more meetly 
than for peace. . . . He \<IR3 close and secret, 
a deepe dissembler, lov/lie of countenance, ar
rogant of heart, outwardlie companiable where 
he inv/ardlie hated . . . despitious and cruell, 
not for euill \d.ll away, but ofter for ambition, 
and either for the suertie or increase of his 
estate. 

Friend and fo was much v/hat indifferent, 
where his aduantage grew; he spared no mans 
death whose life withstoode his purpose. 

(iii.712) 

^^ Henry VI, Part II, Richard of Gloucester makes 

his first, but brief, appearance in the History Plays. 

Although he was born around ll|52, Shakespeare makes him 

a grovm man in order to prepare for his role in Part III. 

He is characterized early in Part III as a vigorous Yorkist 

and warrior. Hox-/ever, as this play proceeds, Richard e-

merges as "hard-favored Richard," "a ragged fatal rock," 

and "an undigested lump." Each phrase suggests that his 

deformity is the reflection of his profoundly evil char-

6i| 
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acter. Richard, the unlicked "brave bear" of Part II, now 

develops into the most characteristic expression and pro

duct of civil anarchy,"^ 

Richard in all his wicked glory'is clearly foreshad-

ov/ed in a remarkable scene at Sandal Castle in Part III, 

a scene in which the faction of the white rose discusses 

whether the Duke of York shall claim the crov/n. Henry VI 

is still alive. York has sworn to let Henry reign in peace 

and he is concerned about his oath. Richard breaks in v/ith 

impetuous irony: 

Richard: No; God forbid your Grace should be 
forsv/orn. 

York: I shall be, if I claim by open v/ar. 
Richard: I'll prove the contrary, if you'll hear 

me speak. 
York: Thou canst not, son; it is impossible. 
Richard: An oath is of no moment, being not took 

Before a true and lawful magistrate. 
That hath authority o'er him that swears: 
Henry had none, but did usurp the place; 
Then, seeing 'tv/as he that made you to 

depose. 
Your oath, my lord, is vain and frivolous. 
Therefore, to armsi 

I.ii.19-29) 

This is already the virtuoso v/hose performances v/ill 

shortly hold men fascinated "as by the convolutions of a 

serpent, round on round." 

In his two long soliloquies, Richard refers to the 

omens that surround his birth and looks forv/ard to the 
3 

achievement of the ambitions they justify.-̂  Richard re

marks, "I do but dream on sovereignty" (III.ii.l3i|-) • 

As he comments on the shape of his body, he blames 
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his mother for his deformity: 

V/hy, love forswore rac in my mother's v/orab: 
And, for I should not deal in her soft laws. 
She did corrupt frail nature with some bribe. 
To shrink mine arm up like a wither'd shrub; 
To make an envious moujitain on my back. 
Where sits deformity to mock my body; 
To shape my legs of an unequal size; 
To disproportion me in every part. 

(III.ii.153-160) 

Gloucester paints himself as an unnatrual monster. He is 

lame, ugly, and "rudely stamped." After his brutal murder 

of Henry VI, Richard again remarks on the effects of his 

birth: 

The mid̂ /̂ife wonder'd and the women cried 
"0, Jesus bless us, he is born with teethl" 

Then, since the heavens have shaped my body so. 
Let hell make crook'd my mind to ansv/er it. 

(V.vi.7i4--75 ^c 78-79) 

And, at this time, he comraents on his ambitions: 

That Edward shall be fearful of his life. 
And then, to purge his fear, I'll be thy death. 
King Henry and the prince his son are gone: 
Clarence, thy turn is next, and then the rest. 
Counting myself but bad till I be best. 

(V.vi.87-91) 

From his study of modern history, John D. Wilson re

ports that Richard, Duke of York, was for his period, a 

man remarkably self-restrained and upright, only pressing 

his claim to the throne when it had become clear that noth

ing else would save the coimtry.^ Yet, V/ilson does rec

ognize lineaments of the original character that can be 

seen beneath the portrait v/hich Shakespeare "painted over 
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it on the canvas."^ In Richard's first speech, he is a 

prosy, even Machiavellian, casuist.^ The Crookback is 

presented as incapable of tender emotion; and he cannot 

understand it in others. However, when this Richard hears 

of his father's death, he cries in anguish: 

I cannot weep; for all my body's moisture 
Scarce serves to quench my furnace-burning heart: 
Nor can my tongue \mload my heart's great burthen. 

(II.i.79-81) 

Richard has one virtue: at the start, he fights and schemes 

not for himself but for his father. Love for his father 

is one of the fev/ bits of humanity shoî m by Shakespeare's 

Richard: "Methinks, 'tis prize enough to be his son" (II. 

i.20). 

In Part III, when Richard encounters Clifford, the mur

derer of his little brother, he is overcome with rage and 

grief and almost speechless (II.ii.95)* At a time, when 

the battle of Towton seems to be going against the York

ists, Richard shows himself quite an affectionate and loyal 

person: 

Brother give me thy hand; and, gentle V/arwick, 
Let me embrace thee in my weary arms: 
I, that did never weep, nov/ melt v/ith woe 
That winter should cut off our spring-time so. 

{ii.±±±.kk.-hi) 

Then suddenly, the audience is confronted in the soliloquy 

v/hich closes the second scene of act three. The villain 

^^ Richard III is recognized: "I'/hy, I can smile, and mur

der whiles I smile" (line l82). 

Henry's death is regarded as Richard's "bloody supper 

file:///mload
http://II.ii.95)*
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in the Tov/er." Devil and saint are here for the first 

time brought fact to face in private dialogue; and by the 

cunning of Shakespeare the details of the former's monstrous 

birth become a frame for the death of Henry. Evening falls, 

and, as the Lieutenant of the Tower ushers Richard in, 

they find Henry busy with his breviary. Horror seizes 

Henry at the recollections of his son's murder, and he is 

moved to prophesy the woes that must come upon his poor 

country v/hen this butcher bears rule. Richard's crooked 

and perverted spirit takes all this as a tribute to his 
7 

distinction among men.' For it is not until Henry begins 

to dwell at length upon Richard's physical deformities 

that Richard silences the prophet with his sword. Yet, 

Henry's words have struck deep and compel Richard to an

swer. As a result, he presents to the audience the most 

dreadful of all his soliloquies, in v/hich he charges 

Heaven with the responsibility for his crimes: crimes past 

and those he promises himself shortly to perform. He bids 

Hell send him a mind to match the deformities of his body; 

and in the brag, "I am myself alone" (V.vi.83), he reveals 

that Hell has already bestowed his mind upon him. 
-"^The play, Richard III, opens with Richard presenting 

another soliloquy in which he reveals much about himself. 

He reminds the audience of his deformity and concludes that 

he is unfit for love; therefore, he will play the villain. 

The scene ends with another soliloquy in v/hich Richard 
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elaborates on his evil plans. Aware that his plans are 

barely started, he goes off to take definite action. 

In the next scene, the first of Richard's plans un

folds: to marry Anne, V̂ /arv/ick's daughter and widow of Prince 

^Edward. In the scene in which he woes Anne, Richard knov/s 

in advance that he will prevail; nevertheless, he expresses 

amazement at his success. He says nothing of the advantages 

to be derived from this marriage, nor does he directly dwell 

upon it as a triumph of his will and person. His delight 

is more keen and sinister than that of an able man v/ho comes 

off with flying colors from a difficult undertaking. The 

chief motive of his pleasure is to prove that his contempt 

of human nature is jiistified. His success with Lady Anne 

vindicates his whole philosophy of life. Richard, in tri

umph, disposes the false idea that he is a man soured by 

his deformity and driven to revenge himself upon the world 
9 

in envy of men better favored than himself. UTien Richard 

is alone, he gloats over his conquest of Lady Anne. He 

is especially pleased that he changed her mood from that 

of hate to one of unprotesting concent and found him "to 

be a marvelous proper man" (I.ii.255)» In view of his 

success so far, he finds that his deformity pleases him. 

In the first two scenes, which contain his opening 

soliloquy, his dealings with Clarence, his interruption 

of the funeral of Henry VI v/ith his courtship of Anne, 

he is predominately the psychological study. Here, 
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Shakespeare has built up his private cha>̂ actor; and this 

character is credible. His humor, his irony and his ar

tistry in crime act as differentiating agents that create 

a sense of the individual."'•-̂  V/hen he carries his estab

lished private character into the public, he is more than 

a match for anyone, except Queen Margaret. Margaret makes 

of him both a cosmic symbol, the "troubler of the poor 

world's peace" (I.iii.221), and sub-human, a "rooting hog" 

(I.iii.228), "the slave of nature and the son of hell" 

(I.iii.230). She calls on him the curse of insomnia: 

"The worm of conscience still begnaw thy soul," for "No 

sleep /wil]/ close up that deadly eye of thine." She also 

prophesies that he would "take deep traitors" for his 

friends. Historically, Queen Margaret died in llj,82; how

ever, her role is a key one because she reveals the doom 

of the Yorks in her curses. 

In the first scene of act two, Richard scores another 

point because the villain-hero intercepts the orders coun

termanding the execution of Clarence. The following scene 

presents Queen Elizabeth "with her hair about her ears" 

and quite grief-stricken over the death of her husband. 

King Edward. The Queen weeps for her husband and the chil

dren of their father: "Was never widov/ had so dear a lossl" 

(II.ii.77)« This grief of the queen is reported by Holin

shed: 

. /'The queen/^ in great fright and heauinesse. . . 
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bewailing hir childes reign, hir freends mis
chance, and hir ov/ne infortune. . . . The 
queene hirselfe sate alone alow on the rushes 
all desolate and dismaid, whome the archbishop ' 
comforted in best manner he could. 

(iii.715) 

V/hen Richard appears in this scene, he is in good form, 

offering words of comfort to Queen Elizabeth and asking 

his mother's blessing. He presents himself as one only 

too ready to cooperate in carrying out the will of the 

others. However, the exchange betv/een Richard and Bucking

ham makes clear the fact that there is an arrangement for 

them "to part the Queen's proud kindred from the king" 

(II.ii.i50). 

In the beginning of act three, Richard of Gloucester 

continues preparation for the removal of obstacles in his 

quest for the crov/n. The chief obstacles are the uncrowned 

boy. King Edward, and his brother, the Duke of York. But 

there are also Lords Stanley and Hastings to be considered, 

and they must be dealt with. In this scene, Shakespeare 

arouses tragic emotions of pity and fear for the boy king 

and his brother. He does so through the use of double 

meanings found in Richard's discourse: "So wise so young, 

they say, do not live long" (line 79); "Short summers 

lightly have a forward spring" (line 9h); and, "A greater 

gift I'll give my cousin" (line 115). The probable posi

tions of Hastings and Stanley are also established in these 

lines. 

http://II.ii.i50
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In scene four, Richard's superior cujining is agai>i 

dramatized. V\nien he first appears on stage, he presents 

himself as a man of good ^̂ îll. The bit relating to the 

strawberries in the Bishop's garden, details v;hich appear 

in Holinshed, serves Shakespeare's purpose; for it shows 

Richard in a display of politeness and good humor. Haz

litt found Hastings' belief that "with no man here he 

/fiichard/ is offended" (line'58) to be one of the "finest 

strokes in the play," because it shoî rs the "deep, plaus-

1P ible manners of Richard." 

Shakespeare then begins to prepare for the scene in 

which Gloucester is offered the crov/n. The dramatist pre

sents a cautious Richard in scene five because the king-

to-be does not take Buckingham into his confidence. I-

ronically, Richard has previously referred to Buckingham 

as the man v/hom he calls his "other self," his "oracle" 

and "prophet," and his "thought's sovereign." 

At the beginning of this scene Gloucester is school

ing Buckingham in the devices and methods of the Machia

vellian villain: 

. . . canst thou quake, and change thy color. 
Murder thy breath in the middle of a word. 
And then begin again, and stop again. 
As if thou wert distraught and mad v/ith terror? 

(III.v.l-i|) 

/^Richard himself is strickly a villain-hero. Self-acclaimed 

as one v/ho will "outdo Machiavel," he possesses all of the 
traits of that Elizabethan stage villain. / Primarily he is 
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motivated by boundless ambition to gain and hold the cro\m. 

Ut1?erly heartless, he does not hesitate to move against 

his own brothers, arranging for the murder of Clarence, 

misleading and later slandering Edv/ard IV, and putting to 

death his ovm nephews. 

In act three, scene seven, the audience is reminded 

of the fact that there is, in the play, and was, histor

ically, little evidence of the popular support for Richard. 

When Buckingham bids the citizens cry "God save Richard," 

he later reports to Richard that they "spake not a word." 

He tries to encourage Richard by telling him that "some ten 

voices" cried "God save King Richardi" Holinshed records 

that 

when the duke had said, and looked that the 
people, whome he hoped that the maior had 
framed before, should, after this proposi
tion made, haue cried, "King Richard, king 
Richardi" all was husht and mute, and not 
one word ansv/ered therevnto. . . . 

(iii.730-731) 

Shakespeare's Richard calls the citizens "tongueless block

heads." . Yet, this apparent setback is really a challenge 

which he meets successfully. He succeeds in making the 

mayor and his group believe that the office seeks the man, 

not the man the office; and that they must assume responsi

bility accordingly. This is an admirable moment because 

the Londoners are being fooled into believing that Richard 

must be persuaded to be king. ^ V/hen Buckingham pretends 



ih 
to lose patience with, "Zounds, I'll entreat no more" 

(line 219), Richard, standing aloft betv/een two bishops, 

acts distressed: "0, do not sv/ear, my lord of Buckingham" 

(line 220). 

A turning point in the action is seen in the opening 

scene of act four. Anne reports that she has not "enjoy'd 

the golden dew of sleep" because of Richard's "timorous 

dreams." Anne's account of these dreams reveals that Rich

ard is a man beset with fears. Richard's peculiar curse, 

which was mentioned earlier, is the gnawing of conscience, 

sleeplessness, and the mistake of taking friends for ene

mies and enemies for friends. It is in the third act that 

this prophecy of Margaret's begins to come true: Richard 

thinks his enemies are friends. In the fourth act, the 

prophecy is completed: Richard suffers a gnawing conscience 

and a loss of sleep. 

Here(Shakespeare remains quite faithful to his sources. 

More reported that Gloucester was "sore wearied with care 

and watch, rather sliimbered than slept, troubled v/ith fear

ful dreams," and that he v/ould sometimes leap out of bed 

and run about the chamber. ̂  Since Richard has been estab

lished as a Machiavellian villain devoid of conscience, 

it may be argued that conscience does not bother Richard 

at all, but that fear for his own life as he wades through 

blood on his journey to the crov/n troubles him. ̂  Or, per

haps, Stopford Brooke had the right ansv/er: 
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Shakespeare, v/ith his belief that in the far 
background of an evil nature the soul lives, but 

. unknown, unbelieved in by its possessor, shows how 
. it awakens at night v/hen the will sleeps, and does 
its work on the unconscious man. Then and only then, 
conscience stirs Richard. Then, and only then, fear 
besets him.13 

What is most important is that Richard is suffering the un

quiet mind. God's justice now is reaching out to him; his 

doom has begun even before he v/ears the coveted crox-m. 

The climax of the play is reached in scene two. Rich

ard now v/ears the crovm. At this point, preparation is made 

for the murder of the yoimg princes, the death of Anne, and 

the plan for Richard to marry his niece, Elizabeth of York. 

Although Richard's title is assured, the dreadful inspira

tion v/hich has carried him to the achievement of his pur-

pose now seems to be weakening. The evil virtue has gone 

out of him. He v/ill never again be the adventurer in crime. 

Richard, in acquiring the crowTi, was seeking an outlet for 

the exercise of his genius. V/hen the croî m is won, his in
ly 

terest diminishes. 

To persuade the daughter of Elizabeth to marry him, 

Richard uses the arts with which he overcame the doubts 

<3f Lady Anne. Here, for the first time, Richard fails in 

his purpose. As soon as Queen Elizabeth leaves the stage, 

Richard takes his success for granted and, as in the earlier 

scene, pours scorn upon his dupe: "Relenting fool, and 

shallow, changing v/omanl" But this time it is Richard 
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who is deceived for Elizabeth gives her daughter to Rich

mond and thus -unites the white rose and the red rose in a 

dynasty which is to supplant Richard on the throne and to 

create the legend of his infamy."̂  

This unfortunate episode is follov/ed by the entrance 

of Ratcliff and Catesby. V/hen they report the actions of 

Richmond, the intelligence and self-mastery previously 

noticed in Richard is missing. He gives an order and fails 

to complete it. He then issues instructions but changes 

his mind. However, these lapses are only for a moment: 

Richard encounters the "riddle" bearing Stanley and is 

himself again. Tillyard notes that Richard "melts from a 

credible character into a combination of sheer melodrama 

19 villain and symbol of diabolism." 

V/hen Richard pitches his tent in Bosworth Field, he 

is again in full command and seems well with himself. 

Then comes his ov/n abrupt confession that something is 

amiss. He calls to Ratcliff: 

Give me a bowl of v/ine: 
I have not that alacrity of spirit. 
Nor cheer of mind, that I was v/ont to have. 

(V.iii.72-7i|) 

When he calls for the v/ine, he indicates that he is like 

the genuine villain in a nineteenth century melodrama call-
20 

ing for whiskey when things look black. Linked with 

the scene in the tent at Bosv/orth Field are the scenes 

in the play in v/hich Richard shows himself stubborn to the 
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moral forces that work for his ruin and defeat.^^ Rich

ard is visited in his sleep by eleven ghosts. All prophesy 

his overthrow; all bid him dispair and die. Conscience 

creeps upon him in his sleep and afflicts him grievously. 

As Richard "starts out of his dream," he screams, "Give 

me another horse: bind up my wounds" (V.iii.177). However, 

Richard regains control quickly, for he mocks his "coward 

conscience." He is surprised to find himself v/ith "cold 

fearful drops . . . on my trembling flesh" (line I8I). 

Yet, Richard is shaken to the soul, and he admits his dis

comfiture: 

By the apostile Paul, shadov/s to-night 
Have struck more terror to the soul of Richard 
Than can the substance of ten thousand soldiers 
Arme'd in proof, and led by shallow Richmond. 

(V.iii.216-219) 

It is recorded in Holinshed's Chronicles that 

The fame went, that ^he kin^ had the 
same night a dreadfull and terrible dreame: 
for it seemed to him being asleep, that he 
did see diuerse images like terrible diuels, 
which pulled and haled him, not suffering 
him to take anie quiet or rest. 

(iii.755) 

In the chronicle history of Holinshed, Richard was 

made to confess the murders of the little princes and to 

express sorrow for the deed when he addressed his army. 

However, there is no place for regrets, despondencies, 

or sense of violated honor in Shakespeare's play. \ Here 

the audience is exposed to what has been rightly called 

?P 
"a masterpiece of bold mockery of the foe." 
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Appropriately, in the final scene of the play, there 

is a clearing of the moral atmosphere. The "bloody dog" 

is dead; order is restored.'̂  In hand-to-hand combat Rich

mond slays the adversary who has performed apparently su-

perhuinan deeds on the battlefield. Holinshed records the 

battle: 

The earle of Richmond perceiued well the 
king furiouslie comming toward him . . . and, 
he gladlie proffered to incounter with him 
bodie to bodie, and man to man. 

At which very instant, king Richards men 
were driuen backe and fled, & he himselfe, man-
fullie fighting in the m.iddle of his enimies, 
was slain; and (as he worthilie had deserued) 
came to a bloudie death, as he had lead a 
bloudie life. 

(iii.759) 

V/hile tracing the dominant theme in Richard III, one 

must not ignore the skill with which Shakespeare delineates' 

the character of Gloucester. Richard holds the interest 

of all readers and members of an audience. Consistently, 

this Machiavellian villain who rejects God gives a good 

example of his cynical h\imor in his aside after his mother 

complies with his expressed \<rish that she give him her 

23 blessing: -^ " . . . and make me die a good old manl / 

That is the butt-end of a mother's blessing." 

Richard is a hypocrite and tells the audience so. 

He has chuckling private jokes, made to "myself alone." 

His sense of humor, his fujiction as clown, his comic ir

reverences act as underminers of the assumed naive and 
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proper Tudor principles; and the audience is on his side 

because he makes them (as the second murderer put it) 

"take the devil in mind" (I.iv.l5l).^^ 



CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSION 

When Shakespeare reproduces the principal incidents 

and characters from his sources, he often adds character

istics which completely transform "the wooden figures he 

has lifted from history." Richard III, for example, comes 

straight from More, Hall, and The True Tragedie; but the 

dramatist shades the portrait of the villain in his own 

way. In the source books Richard is an instrument of dark

ness, who proceeds from crime to crime iintil he is over-
2 

taken by Nemesis. Shakespeare's Richard is guilty of 

criminal ambition; and he is as great a villain as the 

Richard of the sources. Yet, in the play, his ambition 

is only an expression of his vitality which finds an out

let in his reckless courage. 

No two men could seem more unlike in their disposi

tion and fortune than Richard II and Richard IIIo However, 

here are two "portraits which might be hung side by side." 

Both are men of the artist type: the first working in imag

ination and the second in action. Both are self-centered: 

one concentrates upon the self-created image within the 

mind which changes its form to reflect sensations and ex

periences; the other concentrates upon the impact of his 

80 
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mind and will upon the external world of men and events. 

Each is the child of Narcissus.^ Richard is the "I'airc 

rose," who calls for a mirror that he may see the glory 

of a face that did keep ten thousand men every day under 

his household roof; Richard Crookback, charmed by his ov/n 

deformity, calls on the fair sun to shine out that he may 

see his deformed shadow as he passes from one piece of 

mischief to another. 

Among the kings portrayed by Shakespeare, there are 

two weaklings: Richard II and Henry VI. Richard II has 

nothing to support him except "some few vanities," and 

Henry VI has little but his holiness. These two kings 

moralize on events which they are powerless to control: 

Henry VI wistfully enlarges on a life of Glad Poverty, and 

Richard II lingers lovingly on the griefs he has gotten 

in exchange for his kingdom.-̂  

Richard II and Prince Hal are deliberately contrasted 

characters. Richard is the prince in appearance rather 

than in reality; Hal is the prince in reality v/hose appear

ance at first obscures the truth. Richard's emblem is 

the sun of royalty emerging from a cloud, but Richard does 

not live up to his emblem. He allows the clouds, his evil 

advisers, to obscure his proper glory. It is Prince Hal 

who adopts and justifies in himself the emblem, according 

to his ovm declaration: "Yet herein will I imitate the sun." 

An interesting technique is that Shakespeare allows 
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the kings of his historical plays to have no truly private 

emotions. V/hat inner feeling they may be thought to have 

is public emotion. When Henry IV complains of his sleep

lessness, the emotion is a show. When Richard II takes 

a handful of English earth in his hands and weeps over it, 

the action and the feeling belong not to his private, but 

to his public life. Even when Henry V walks around the 

English camp in the darkness and speaks to the common sol

diers, what he says as a man enlarges upon what he is as 

a king. 

It is easy to reduce Shakespeare's treatment of king

ship to the prose of politics. But there is one problem 

in Shakespeare's representation of kings v/hich is not sus

ceptible of this kind of treatment: his portrayal of roy

alty. Richard II is royal,-even though as man he forfeits 

his right to be king. He is al̂ /̂ays "royal Richard." Henry 

Bolingbroke, as king, having usurped the kingdom, is skilled 

in policy and carries ruling authority in his mere presence. 
9 

But, he is never royal. 

It is assumed that the historical plays deal primarily 

with the fortunes of princes, the art of government and 

the doings of men which are discussed under politics. But, 

the historical plays are neither moral homilies nor politi

cal treatises.''"̂  Shakespeare borrowed his incidents from 

the chronicles and other sources; and he sometimes re-told 

them with little change. The changes he made--both in 
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general concept and in details—show that he transformed 

11 his sources rather than reproduced them. Shakespeare, 

the acutest of Renaissance thinkers, had a boasted breadth 

of mind, an ability to see both sides of a question, and 

1? 

a sympathy with all sorts and conditions of men. No one 

can tell whether Bolingbroke or Richard II is in the right. 

The histories are concerned with rebellion, usurpa

tion, conspiracy, and war. Through these events characters 

are created. Shakespeare revives the historic names with 

those turbulences of spirit which made them dangerous; and 

he represents the impact of these characters on political 

order. 

Readers can imderstand Shakespeare's characters as 

long as they agree that they cannot know all about them 

and are not supposed to know all about them. ̂  These char

acters are real to an observer, but real only to the ex

tent that an attitude or a judgment is'formed toward 

them. 
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