
THE TRAGEDY OF RICHARD II: THE UNWEEDED GARDEN 

by 

NANCY GAYLE ALLEN, B.S. in Ed. 

A THESIS 

IN 

ENGLISH 

Submitted to the Graduate Faculty 
of Texas Tech University in 

Partial Fulfillment of 
the Requirements for 

the Degree of 

MASTER OF ARTS 

Accepted 

August, 1979 



ACKNOTNLEDGEMENTS 

I am deeply indebted to Dr. Joseph T. McCullen for his 

direction of this thesis and to Dr. J, Wilkes Berry for his 

helpful criticism. 

This work is dedicated to my parents, Dean Myers and 

the late Leo G. Myers, with love and gratitude. 

ii 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT. 

Chapter 

I INTRODUCTION 

II GARDENS AND GARDENERS DURING THE RENAISSANCE 

III THE ROLE OF NATURAL SCIENCES . 

IV THE GREAT HERBALS .... 

V THE ELIZABETHAN ATTITUDE TOWARD ORDER AND THE 

STATE. . . . . . . . . . 

VI GARDENING AND PLANT IMAGERY IN RICHARD II. 

VII CONCLUSION 

BIBLIOGRAPHY . . 

iii 

Page 

1 

4 

21 

34 

42 

51 

87 

90 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

In many of his plays, especially the chronicle history 

plays, William Shakespeare is concerned with the concept of 

order and the disastrous effects which result when man tam

pers with the Divinely-ordered system of unity. The events 

of the history plays provide an ideal backdrop for the poet's 

deliberations, since the men in question are kings and lords 

of the realm, whose actions affect the stability of the 

whole body politic. An attempt by any one of these men to 

upset the ordered system, whether through neglect or deliberate 

sedition, could plunge a prosperous commonwealth into ruin and 

decay. 

However, Shakespeare's concern with the doctrine of order 

in the history plays far exceeds the narrow limits of the 

political world. This philosophy, with its emphasis upon 

unity and man's dependence upon an ordered existence for his 

own well-being, governed all areas of Elizabethan thought. 

This essentially Medieval outlook provided the Elizabethan 

man with a rather simple yet logically satisfying view of 

the universe and his role in the workings of nature. Every

thing from God and the archangels to the lowliest beast had 

its ordained place or "degree'' in the universal scheme of 

things, and any aberration in the system brought about by 
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an attempt to deviate from one's designated station resulted 

1n chaos, not only in one's immediate sphere, but through

out the whole chain of being as well. 

The Elizabethan man sought to understand his role in 

the universal system by looking to nature for clues which 

would indicate his particular responsibilities in maintain

ing an ordered existence within his own sphere, the state. 

The natural consequence of this desire was an increased 

awareness of the natural sciences and related fields of 

study. However, this focus upon nature also prompted the 

great philosophical debate between the intuitive-rational 

school of thought and those who favored the new empirical 

approach as to the true source of truth and unity in the 

universe. 

While the debate raged around them, the Elizabethans, 

aware of the prosperity and peace which they enjoyed, also 

looked to history as a means of preserving a well-ordered 

state. All of the people, most especially the monarch by 

virtue of his position as head of the government, were ex

pected to benefit from the mistakes of those people whose 

actions had climaxed in a disastrous end to the harmonious 

unity of the commonwealth. The vivid memory of the devas

tating War of the Roses made the lessons to be learned all 

the more necessary and valuable. 

In Richard II, Shakespeare demonstrates his familiarity 

with the Ranaissance concept of order and the reliance upon 

2 



history as a means for preserving unity within tQe state, 

As he often does throughout his plays, the poet utilizes 

particular image patterns in Richard II to reinforce the 

themes of disorder and ill-health. In this particular case, 

Shakespeare draws on his wide knowledge of contemporary gar

dening practices and plant-lore as the source for his meta

phorical comparison between Richard's corrupting influence 

upon his realm and the effects produced by the ineffectual 

gardener upon his own garden kingdom. 

In order to understand the framework in which th_e 

gardening and plant imagery is presented in Richard II, one 

must have a basic understanding of several areas including 

(1) the gardening practices of the Elizabethan agei (2) 

the significant role of the natural sciences in sixteenth

century England; (3) the great herbals of the period; and 

(4) the attitude of the Elizaoethans toward order and the 

state. 
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CHAPTER II 

Gl>..RDENS AND GARDENERS DURING THE RENAISSANCE 

The Elizabethan Age is best characterized as a time of 

advancement. The unceasing intellectual activity of the 

Renaissance was caused by several events. The invention of 

printing, the renewed interest in learning, an increase in 

exploration, expansion of commerce, the struggles between 

masses and classes which began with the Magna Charta in 1215, 

the Reformatio~ and the rise of vernacular literature all 

coiT~ined to make England's Golden Age a period during which 

the Renaissance Englishman strove to satisfy his insatiable 

desire for knowledge. 

The Art of Gardening was one of the areas which bene-
------------ ---

fit~~d f_~_orn the Elizabetha_:: __ ~enius. The impact of 

the educational movement of the Renaissance combined with 

the settlement of the War of the Roses brought about a 

resurgence of interest in gardening during the sixteenth 

century. It was also during the sixteenth century that 

gardens and gardening became a popular rather than an ex-

elusive art. The breaking-up o~_~he monastic estates, the 
~---- ------- -··-------------------

passing of land into many hands, the great prosperity, ------------ ___ .-- ---- ------------, 

and the increase in the building of houses helped make 
r-- ----- ------------------- 1 

gardens and gardening more popular than ever before. Sir ----------- - --- ---

1Elizabeth Burton, The Pageant of Elizabethan England (New 
York: Charles Scribner's Sons,-r958), p. 213. 
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Francis Bacon's sentiments in his famous essay, "On Gardens," 

accurately reflect the Slizabethans' love of gardens. Bacon 

writes: ~God Almighty first planted a Garden. And indeed 

it is the purest of human pleasures. It is the greatest 

refreshment to the spirits of man; without which buildings 

and palaces are but gross handyworks: and a man shall ever 

see that when ages grow to civility and elegancy, men come 

to build stately sooner than to garden finely; as if garden

lng were the greater perfection." 2 

Three main types of gardens dominated the period. First, 

there were the formal flower gardens. Often opulent, these -------- -- ____./ gardens were highly ornamental and were considered the focal 

point of the manor house. In the Elizabethan flower garden, 

the dominant principle was uniformity and formality carried 

out to the most minute detail. The second type was the 

orchard, which was just as formal as the flower garden. In 

fact, the orchard might be thought of as an extension of 

the formal garden, since it was often connected to the flower 

garden by extensive walks. In the orchard, a gardener could 

experiment with the popular art of grafting or plant the 

newest variety of fruit tree. The third type of garden 

was the herb or kitchen garden where the emphasis.was on 

------------------.........__ 
health. The herb garden provided the housewife with a 

veritable horne apothecary from which she could ?repare 

2sir Francis Bacon, "On Gardens," in Bacon's Essays, ed. F. 
G. Selby (London: Macmillan and Co., Limited, 1909). p. 117. 



remedies to treat ~er family's various ailments. Regard-

less of the type of garden chosen by the individual or the 

estate, the primary concern of those responsible for a 

garden was to have it laid out in an orderly fashion and 
...--

attended with ceaseless determination to maintain that 
~-

order. 
\ 

6 

The Elizabethan garden was the outcome of older English 

fashions combined with new ideas imported from France, Italy, 

and Holland, and the result was a purely nationalistic style. 3 

However, in its origin, the English garden is distinctly 

Eastern in both design and character. The design of the ---·-----Eastern gardens was first introduced into England by the 

Cru sa-d~e_r_s . 
--
These gardens followed the ancient four-fold 

plot described in Genesis ("and a river went out of Eden 

to water the garden and from thence it was parted and be-

carne into four heads") because of the constant need of irri-

gation. The garden was a cross of water which divided the 

4 
area into four squares or rectangular plots. The English 

simply replaced the four streams of water with sanded walks. 

The design of the Elizabethan garden was architectural 

and was laid out in strict connection with the house. In 

fact, the architect who designed the house designed the 

3B "'ur~-on, p. 213. 

4 Ibid., pp. 213-214. 
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garden as well. "The garden was held to be no mere adjunct 

to a house or a confusion of green swards, paths, and flower-

beds," but was thought to require even more skill in plan

ning than the house itself. 5 For example, the "Forthrights" 

(flights of steps or walks used to connect the parts of the 

garden as well as the garden with the house) corresponded 

to the plan of the building, and the beds and mazes harmon-

ized with the details of the architecture. The strict 

architectural design might also be seen in the flower beds 

which were often set out in designs to mirror the peculiar 

6 geometric tracery found on many Elizabethan homes. 

As to the size of the main or ornamental garden, Bacon 

recommends twelve acres and not less than thirty acres for 

all the gardens. It should be noted, however, that the 

garden Bacon describes in his essay is, by his own admission, 

"for great princes." 7 

The formal garden was often walled, a practice which 

suggests the battlemented walls of medieval gardens. Thomas 

Hill, the author of First Garden Book, suggests that all 

"Gardens must be well fenced and closed aboute, before there 

by any thynge sowen in them. But there be many and sundry 

5 1' . A ~c~a 
Bernard 
6 r' . d D 1. • I 

7 Bacon, 

.A.mherst, A History of Gardening 
Quaritch,-1895), p.-ro6. 

p. 67. 

"On Gardens," p. 123. 

l.n England (London: 



sortes of fensing and closing in of gardens .... " 8 The 

three types of enclosures favored during the age were made 

from pailings, brick, or shrubbery. 

Pailings were boards which were set close together. 

Hill says that this type of fencing "is named a warrlyke 

inclosure (of the auncyent Authors) , whiche is framed lyke 

to that whiche the souldyoures make as a defence aboute 

theyr tentes, and such a one used to be made near common 

hygh wayes or by ryvers that the Garden might not be en

dangered by beastes, or theves nor land floods." 9 

Brick was the preferred material for an enclosure, but 

the expense involved prevented anyone but the very rich from 

utilizing brick to fence their gardens. 

Bacon recommends a "stately arched hedge" to surround 

a garden, and what a hedge he envisions! He describes the 

hedge as follows: "The Arches to be upon Pillars of Car-

penter's Work, of some ten foot high, and six foot broad, 

and the Spaces between of the same Dimensions with the 

Breadth of the }\rch. " The hedge is to be raised upon a 

gentle slopping bank, set with flowers, and "over every 

8 

8Thornas Hill, A Most Briefe and Pleasaunt Treatyse, Teachyng 
Howe To Dress,-Sowe and Set a Garden (1563), reprinted as 
First-carden Book, eds. Violet and Hal W. Trovillion (Herrin, 
Illinois: Trovillion Private Press, 1946), p. 17. 
9rbid., p. 19. 



Space between the Arches some other little Figure, with 

broad Plates of Round Coloured Glass, gilt, for the Sun to 

play upon." 10 

The approach to the garden was usually from a raised 

terrace which fronted the house and from which one could 

view the entire garden. "The terraces, as a rule, were 

wide and of handsome proportions, with stone steps either 

9 

at the ends br in the centre and were raised above the gar

den either by a sloping grass bank, or brick or stone wall."ll 

The ornamental g~rden, recognized primarily for its 

beauty, also exemplifies the Elizabet~ans' penchant for --
orderliness. 
~-

Everything in the ornamental garden, from 

the extensive walks to the ornately carved topiary work, 

was designed and executed with perfection as the ultimate 

goal. A discussion of the several unique features of the 

ornamental garden follows in order to provide a clearer 

picture of the garden itself and to provide a better idea 

of the great detail and ordered appearance corr~on to all 

the formal gardens of the period. 

First of all, great attention was paid to the walks, 

which were of two main types: open and sheltered. In The 

Countrie Housewife's Garden, ~villi am Lawson recornro.ends 

"Large ~valks, broad and long, close and open, like t~e Tempe

groves in Tessaly, raised with gravel and sand, havi~g seats 

10 Bacon, "On Gardens," p. 120. 

1' ~~~erst, p. 109. 



and banks of Camomile; all this delights the mind, and 

brings health to the body." 12 

The open walks were turfed, sanded, or planted with 

burnet, wild thyme, watermint, camomile, and other sweet-

scented herbs which, when walked on, gave off a fragrant 

odor. 13 

The sheltered or shaded alleys were planted on either 

side with hedges of clipped yew, rosemary, whitethorn, or 

b . 14 
sweet r~ar. Bacon describes a "Covert Alley" planted 

upon Carpenter's Work, twelve feet in height on either 

side of the green. The purpose of the covered walk was 

to offer protection against the 11 great Heat of the Year or 

Day," since one "ought not to buy the shade in the Garden, 

by going in the Sun through the Green .... " 15 

The spaces (the four rectangular plots mentioned 

earlier) between the walks were laid out in intricate knots, 

mazes, or flower beds. Knot gardens were very typical of 

Tudor times and occupied either a single bed or ~any beds 

of the garden. Knots were highly imaginative and very 

fancy. They might take the form of stars, crescents, or 

12william Lawson, The Countrie Housewife's Garden, eds. 
Violet and Hal W. Trovillion (1653; rpt. Herrin, ~llinois: 
Trovillion Private Press, 1948), p. 49. 
13 Burton, pp. 218-219. 

10 

14Eleanour Sinclair Rohde, Garden-Craft in the Bible (1917: 
rpt. New York: Books for Libraries Press, Inc., 1967), p.l29. 
15Bacon, "On Garden," p. 120. 



the owner's coat of arms, and were frequently designed to 

16 reproduce some geometric design of the house. The out-

line of the knot gardens was made by close-planted shrubs 

and the spaces filled with flowers or different, sweet

scented shrubs like lavender, hysop, and savory. 17 

Mazes were another prominent feature of Elizabethan 

gardens. ~homas Eill, who describes two mazes in his book, 

considers mazes "no necessarye commodity, in a garden, but 

as an ornament upon pleasure." According to Hill, the maze 

may be placed in a "voyde place of the garden that may 

best be spared" and may be used by "who that lysteth ... to 

h . . ,.18 sport t4em ~n at-tlmes. 

The flower beds which were intersperced between the 

walks were either raised or level with the paths, and the 

flowers were mixed informally rather than being massed in 

single blocks of color. Sometimes, the beds were simply 

filled with colored sand, since most of the flowers known 

to the Elizabethans were early spring bloomers. 

Along with the walks, knots, and mazes, several other 

features contributed to the opulence of the formal gardens. 

Among these features was the mount, which was a man-made 

hill topped with a summer house or with fruit trees. Bacon 

16Rohde, p. 128. 
17surton, pp. 217-218. 
18Hill, First Garden Book, o. 23. 

11 
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favored the use of mounts and says, "I wish also in the very 

middle a fair Mount, with three Ascents and Alleys, enough 

for four to walk abreast, which I would have to be perfect 

Circles, without any Bulwarks or Imbossments, and the whole 

Mount to be thirty foot high." 19 The mounts might also be 

placed next to the garden wall. Bacon describes one such 

mount "of some pretty height" against the outer wall so 

that one might "look abroad into the fields." 20 

One of the most popular gardening practices of the 

times was topiary, which reached its peak during the six-

teenth century. Trees, mainly yew and privet, were cut into 

whatever fantastical shapes the gardener could imagine. 

The work demanded great skill and patience, so ffiuch so 

that the chief labor of gardening during the age was spent 

on topiary \vork. William Lawson says, "Your Gardner can 

frame your lesser wood to the shape of men armed in the 

field, ready to give battle; of swift-running Greyhounds, 

or of well-sented and true-running Hounds to chase t~e 

Deer, or hunt the Hare. This kind of hunting shall not 

h C 11 21 
waste your Corn, nor muc! your oyn. However, not 

everyone enjoyed topiary as Lawson seems to have done. 

19Bacon, "On Gardens,~~ 9· 121. 
20 rbid., p. 123. 
21 Lawson, p. 50. 



Bacon, for one, disliked the art. He comments, "I, for my 

part, do not like Images cut out in Juniper, or other Gar-

den-stuff; they are for Children." Bacon preferred low 

hedges, "with some pretty Pyramids and Fair Columns upon 

Frames of Carpenter's Work." 22 

The water so prevalent in the Eastern gardens was not 

forgotten by the Elizabethans. Every gardener tried to have 

water in one of two forms, either pools or fountains, in 

his garden. Bacon favored fountains, since "they are a 

Great Beauty and Refreshment." He felt the use of a pool 

ruined the garden and made "the Garden unwholesome, and 

full of Flies and Frogs." 23 

In design and physical location, the orchard was an 

extension of the ornamental garden, and, once again, the 

Elizabethans' desire for formal, orderly surroundings is 

exhibited in the construction of the orchard, which, like 

the formal garden, contained arbours, walks, and ~aunts. 

Although normally much larger than the flower garden, 

the orchard was also enclosed by fencing. The orchard was 

placed on the northeast side of the house whenever possible 

so that the fruit trees might protect the more tender 

22 Bacon, "On Gardens," p. 121. 
23 Ibid., p. 121. 
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plants of the flower garden. In turn, a variety of tall 

forest trees such as elms, oaks, or ashes were planted 

d . 24 some ~stance off to shelter the orchard. 

The orchard of the sixteenth century was unlike its 

modern counterpart in certain respects. We consider an 

orchard's primary function to be utilitarian in nature. 

While the same may be said for the Elizabethan orchard 

(many new varieties of fruits were introduced during this 

period, and the new strains were experimented with in the 

large orchards of the manors), the Renaissance gentleman 

might also retire to his orchard to enjoy a game of bowls, 

to read, or to relax from the pressures of the world. Wil-

liam Lawson's description of an orchard offers us a con-

temporary view of the unique quality characteristic of this 

type of Elizabethan garden. He says: 

24 

Who can deny but the principal end of an 

Orchard, is the honest delight of one wearied 

with the work of his lawful calling. Whither 

do [men] withdraw themselves from the trouble

some affairs of their estate, being tired with 

the hearing and judging of litigious Contro

versies, Choaken (as it were) with the Close 

air of their ears filled and overburthened 

with tedious discoursings? Whither, but into 

their Orchards, made and prepared, dressed 

and destinated for that purpose, to renew and 

refresh their senses, and to call home their 
. d . 't ?25 over-wearle sp~rl s. 

Amherst, pp. 140-141. 
25 Lawson, pp. 45-46. 

I 
_) 
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The purpose of the herb or kitchen garden was far re-

moved from that of the orchard. Every home, no matter how 

small or large, had an herb garden whose main function was 

to provide the .. simples" or ingredients for home-made cura-

tives. The importance of the herb garden, with its emphasis 

on health, is a reflection of the strong belief in the 

medicinal properties of almost every plant known to man at 

the time, a fact which is supported by the large number of 

herbals in existence during the sixteenth century. 

In his work, Five Hundred Points of Good Husbandry, 

Thomas Tusser provides several lists of herbs which are 

necessary to a home herb garden. Among the twenty-five herbs 

Tusser suggests as "Necessary Herbs to Grow In The Garden 

For Physic'' are annise, mugwort, woodbine, and the ever-

popular mandrake. Tusser also offers a list of herbs to 

"Still in Swmner." Distillation of herbs like blessed 

thistle, eyebright, and fennel was done to provide remedies 

for family ills. 26 

In the kitchen garden, one might also find various 

vegetables, some of tvhich were grown for their .. virtues" 

as well as for consumption. The relative value of the 

vegetables grown during the sixteenth century is not at 

26Thomas Tusser, Five hundred points of 
ed. William Mavor (1574: rpt. London: 
& Co. , 1812) , p. 12 3. 

good husbandry, 
Lackington, Allen 
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all the same as today. Such an obscure plant as the skirret, 

which is hardly grown today, held a prominent place in the 

Elizabethan kitchen garden, while melons, including pQ~p

kins, which are so popular today, were regarded as food fit 

only for the poorer classes. 27 Tusser lists cresses, endive, 

onions, and spinach among those "Seeds and Herbs for the 

kitchen" and cabbage, turnips, and parsnips for "Herbs and 

Roots to Boil or to butter." 28 

Very little has been written about the men who gar-

dened professionally in the sixteenth century. That they 

were skilled seems evident from the many descriptions of 

the beautifully groomed gardens of the age, not to mention 

their artful work in designing topiary and constructing 
,.------------_ ___ --------------- . -- -~----------·----

mazes. Their social position is unclear, but one might 

safely assume that the gardener belonged to the lower class 

of laborers. 

The profession did advance significantly in 1606 when 

gardeners attained the dignified position of a Company of 

the City of London, incorporated by Royal Charter. It was 

hoped that the formation of the Guild would bring a halt 

to frauds practiced by gardeners in London, who sold dead 

trees and bad seeds to their customers. Eventually, ln 

27 Amherst, p. 138. 
28Tusser, pp. 118-119. 



1617, no person was allowed to practice gardening without 

the licence and consent of the Guild. 29 

A few of the gardening books of the time offer sug

gestions for the gardener who would excel at his profession. 

Thomas Hill, for exanple, cautions the Master Gardener a-

gainst assigning tasks to a workman, unless he "have both 

arte and skill in the same." Hill also suggests that the 

garden be located close at hand so t!"lat the gardener "might 

more often use his diligence" on the garden. 30 

William Lawson also offers some positive counsel to 

gardeners. The responsible gardener, according to Lawson, 

should strive to be religious, honest, and skillful. The 
---~- - . .-- --------·--·-·-

rather lengthy quotation from Lawson's work which follows 

is included in its entirity since it provides one of the 

few detailed accounts of the profession and since it pro-

vides a standard by which Richard II may be judged later in 

this work. Lawson tells the gardener that "Honestie. 

will grace your Garden and all your house and help to stay 

unbridled Serving-men, giving offence to none, not calling 

your name into question by dishonest acts nor infecting 

your family by Evill counsellor example." A gardener 

should also be religious and skillful. Lawson says: 

29Amherst, pp. 132-133. 
30 Thomas Eill, The Gardener's Labyrinth (1577), quoted in 
The Praise of Gardens, ed. Albert Forbes Sieveking (London: 
~M. Dent ~co., 1899), p. 78. 
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By religion, I mean (because many think 

religion but a fashione or custome to goe to 

Church) maintaining and cherishing things 

religious, as Schooles of Learning, Churches, 

Tythes, Church goods and rights, and above all 

things God's word and the Preachers thereof, 

so much as he is able. . Such a gardner as 

will conscionably, quietly and patiently travell 

in your Orchard, God shall crowne the labors of 

his hands with joyfulnesse, and make the cloudes 

droppe fatnesse upon your Trees; he will provoke 

your love and earne his wages, and fees belong

ing to his place: The house being served, fallen ' 

fruit, superfluity of herbes, and floures, seedes, 

graffes, sets ahd besides all other of that Fruit 

which your bountifull hand shall award him withall, 
31 will much augment his Wages. 

For both the professional and amateur gardener, the 

main emphasis in gardening during the sixteenth century 
-~ 

was on ordered arrangement and the aspect of health, two 
,-- -------..___ -- -

considerations which are central to the study of natural 

sciences during the age. The revival of gardening, after 

a lapse of several hundred years, was, in part, fostered 

by man's renewed interest in his natural surroundings. 

This intense preoccupation with nature precipitated the 

heated debate between the old and new schools of science. 

31william Lawson, quoted by Eleanour Sinclair Rohde, Gar
den-Craft in the Bible, p. 133. 

18 



Man began to look to nature, as well as to God, for answers 

about his ro.le in the universal order, much to the dismay 

of the old school, which held God to be the unquestionable 

center of truth and true unity. The botanical theories 

of astrological botany and the Doctrine of Signatures, 

which governed not only the Art of Gardening but the medical 

practices of the day as well, reflect this ongoing struggle 

between the two schools of thought. 

These same theories dominated the herbals of the age, 

which, in themselves, were not only an outgrowth of the wide 

interest in gardening but, in turn, helped promote even 

further the very interest which had fostered them. The 

herbals were useful to the gardener in the utilitarian 

sense of providing him with information about the varieties 

of plants and the proper methods of cultivation, so that he 

might maintain a well-ordered garden. The herbals also 

emphasized health by providing the Elizabethans with the 

curative powers of plants. A prudent gardener could use 

the herbals as guides in choosing those herbs and flowers 

which might best provide the "simples" necessary in the 

preparation of various home remedies. 

The emphasis upon a well-ordered and healthful garden 
~---------~-------~------------------ -- -------

was merely one manifestation of the concept of systematic 

ordering which governed sixteenth-century thoug~t. To 

the Elizabethans, the ideal garden, with its emphasis on 

19 



design and health, symbolized the view of nature as a har

monious system in which everything had its designated place 

and purpose. Any aberration in the ordered system resulted 

in chaos, whether in the form of humeric disorder on the 

individual level, chaotic disruption of government on the 

state level, or cosmic disorder on the universal level. 

The responsibility for maintaining order often fell 

squarely upon the individual. For instance, the gardener 

who ignored the practices of good gardening would find his 

garden overgrown with weeds and unproductive. Likewise, 

20 

the monarch ~ho failed to tend to the needs of his state 

could expect nothing better than a total disruption of the 

systematic ordering of government. It may be assumed, then, 

that those attitudes which affected the Art of Gardening (in

deed, the whole of Renaissance life) found their source in 

the intense activity centered around the natural sciences 

during the sixteenth century. 



CHAPTE~ III 

THE ROLE OF NATURAL SCIENCES 

Despite the many accomplishments of the Elizabethan 

Age, the period is marked by chaos and upheaval. Nowhere 

is this turmoil better exemplified than in the fields of 

philosophy and science. The enlightened Elizabethan found 

himself struggling against the strangle-hold of Medievalism 

but unwilling to depart from those very ideas he wished to 

change. The unrest centered around the old order of thought, 

the intuitive-rational approach, and the disturbing new 

empirical approach. The proponents of the traditional view 

saw the new school of thought as a deadly threat to the 

accepted source of truth and true unity. While the old 

school focused upon God as the center of truth, the new 

school included nature as a second source by which man 
,------- -- --~------------~~------------ --. ---------------.----- ---------.- ··------- ----

could understand his position in the universe. The tradi-
----' 

tional thinkers feared that th~~p-endence on nature would 

become so great as to bring about the exclusion of God as 

the center of truth and unity. 

In the field of astronomy the ancient geocentric 

view persisted. The belief that every object was composed 
. 

of at least two of the elements held fast in tbe study of 

physics and carried over into the field of medicine with 

the Doctrine of the Humours. As for chemistry, the English-

man clung to his belief in the alchemist's Philosopher's 

Stone and Elixir of Life. The Elizabethan man was equally 

21 



hard-pressed to relinquish his many superstitions regard

ing plants. In botany, the two most prevalent theories-

the Doctrine of Signatures and astrological botany, which 

are defined later in the chapter-retained a firm grip on 

the Elizabethan mind despite the increasing amount of 

scientific evidence to the contrary. Not until the end 

of the seventeenth century would Englishmen finally relin-

quish the old ideas of Aristotle and Bartholomew and move 

toward a general acceptance of the new order symbolized by 

Galileo.
1 

The Elizabethans' growing interest in the natural 

sciences from both a philosophical and utilitarian point 
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of view coincided with the rise of Humanism. Scholars paid 

more attention to nature as a whole and expressed an increas-
~-----

ing concern with science and the external world. A more 

complete discussion of the Elizabethan theory of natural 

order, especially in regard to the state, is offered in 

Chapter V. Man's attention was focused on life now as 

opposed to the Medieval emphasis on the after-life. The 

growing importance of freedom of will also caused an increased 

awareness of man's world. Because man viewed himself as a 

microcosm reflecting all the elements of the greater macro-

cosm, a close study of the natural world was necessary so 

1Jean Lindsay, "Science," in Life Under the Tudors, ed. J. 
E. Morpurgo (London: Falcon Educational Books, 1950), pp. 
92-93. 



that man might better understand himself through observing 

the miracles and phenomena of nature. 2 
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In his treatise The Advancement of Learning, Sir Francis 

Bacon best expresses the prevailing Renaissance theory of man 

as microcosmos: 

The ancient opinion that man was Microcosmus, 

an abstract or model of the world, hath been fan

tastically strained by Paracelsus and the alchemists, 

as if there were to be.found in man's body cer-

tain correspondences and parallels, which should 

have respect to all varieties of things, as stars, 

planets, minerals, which are extant in the great 

world. But thus much is evidently true that of 

all substances which nature hath produced, man's 

body is the most extremely compounded. For we 

see herbs and plants are nourished by earth and 

water; beasts for the most part by herbs and 

fruits, man by the flesh of beasts, birds, fishes, 

herbs, grains, fruits, water, and the manifold 
.. 

alterations, dressings, and preparations of these 

several bodies, before they come to be his food 

and aliment. Add hereunto that beasts have a 

more simple order of life, and less change of 

affections to work upon their bodies; whereas man 

in his mansion, sleep, exercise, passions, hath 

infinite variations; and it cannot be denied but 

that the Body of man of all other things is of 
3 the most compounded mass. 

2Louis B. Wright, Middle-Class Culture in Elizabethan England 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1935), pp. 
549-551. 
3sir Francis Bacon, Of the Proficience and Advancement of 
Learning, ed. B. Montagu-{1605; rpt. London: William Picker-
ing, 1840), pp. 166-167. 
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The theory of the humours provided the essential 

thrust for the Elizabethan's view of himself and nature. 

Since he believed that all created matter was composed of 

the four main elements-fire, air, water, and earth-and 

man was a reflection of nature, he too could be analyzed in 

terms of these same elements and their related qualities. 

According to the theory of humours, every man was 

composed of four humours-blood, choler, phlegm, and melan-

choly-which arise from the liver or from each other and 

which existed in the blood, the most temperate and essential 

of the four. Blood is likened to the air and is hot, moist, 

and sweet to the taste. Choler, like fire, is hot, dry, 

and bitter. Phlegm is cold, moist, and tasteless like 

water. Melancholy is cold and dry like the earth and tart 

in taste. While the healthy body was one in which all four 

humours maintained an appropriate balance, any illness or 

aberration in personality might be explained in terms of 

the unnatural dominance of one of the four humours over 

the other three. 4 As Sir William Osler notes in his work 

The Evolution of Modern Medicine, "the doctrine of the four 

humours. .afforded a ready explanation for the symptoms 

of all diseases and the practice of the day was admirably 

adapted to the theories."
5 

4Lily B. Campbell, Shakespeare's Tragic Heroes, Slaves of 
Passion (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1930; rpt. 
Barnes & Noble, 1968), pp. 52-54. 
5william Osler, Evolution of Modern Medicine, 4th ed. (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1921), p. 132. 



25 

For example, the melancholy man may be described as 

a man in whom the melancholy humour dominates§ and this 

unnatural domination results in a lethargic and sorrowful, 

brooding person. According to Timothy Bright's Treatise of 

Melancholy, melancholy rises from its natural position in 

the spleen to the brain in the form of a fog to destroy 

man's discretion. The brain then passes these feelings on 

to the heart, which acts in passion. 6 "This fog may work 

in various ways: it may cause apparitions to be wrought 

by apprehension of the common sense, or it may cause fancy 

to forge disguised shapes, or it may cause memory to neglect

other records and regard only the dark and sympathetic ones." 7 

It was assumed that any one of the humours that was out of 

order through excess or burning produced a disorder known 

as melancholy. A person might be afflicted by an excess 

of natural melancholy humour or by an unnatural melancholy, 

known as melancholy adust, which was caused by subjecting 

any one of the four natural humours to excessive heat. 

The humours were also thought to govern physical char-

acteristics and conduct. For instance, the phlegmatic per-

son is generally slothful, idle and dull-witted, short of 

6Timothy Bright, Treatise of Melancholy (1586), quoted by 
Lily B. campbell, Shakespeare's Tragic Heroes, Slaves of 
Passion, p. 74. 
7 Campbell, p. 74. 



stature, and marked with soft yellow hair; whereas the 

sanguine person is cheerful, witty, trim of figure, and 

generally considered to be the nearest perfection. 8 

Interest in the natural sciences was also keen be-

cause of the utilitarian quality of the sciences. Works 

on natural sciences provided information on the curative 

powers of drugs, vegetables, animals, and minerals. Be-

cause plants were so closely linked to medicine and sur-

gery and because most Elizabethans provided their own 

medical care, people were compelled to study and know the 

world of plants. In the Preface of his Herball, which is 

dedicated to Queen Elizabeth, William Turner comments on 

the worth of such knowledge not only for the monarch but 

for her subjects as well: 

For the knowledge of herbes trees and shrubes 

is not onelye verye delectable for a Princis rninde 

but profitable for all the bodies of the Princis 

hole Realme both to preserve men from sickness 

sorowe and payne that commeth thereby and also 

from poison and death but also necessarye for 

Physiciones and apothecaries about ye knowledge 

whereof they can not duely exercise their office 

and vocation. 9 

8Ruth Leila Anderson, Elizabethan Psychology and Shakes
peare's Plays (New York: Haskell House, 1964-)-,-p. 34. 
9william Turner, The first and seconde parts of the Herbal 
of William Turner-oQctor in-pfiisick, lately oversene, cor-
rected, and enlarged withthe Thirde part . (Londori'"": 
Arnold Birchman, 1568), p.-rli. 

26 



27 

The Elizabethans came by their knowledge of plants and 

their curative powers from two main sources. First, as 

Elizabeth Burton notes, most Elizabethan families had their 

own family recipes for curing ailments, and, of course, 

their herb gardens. 10 In the Dedicatory Letter to The pro

fitable Art of Gardening the author declares that gardening 

is linked "to the noble Artes, both of Phisicke and Surgerie, 

as by no meanes possible, it may bee separated from the 

other, buth rather as a dayly handmayden, continually serveth 

them both .. 11 11 

The second source of knowledge was the herbal. Through-

out the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries these herbals 

were household books, even more necessary in the family 

economy than cookbooks. 12 The herbals and their various 

features are discussed at length in Chapter IV. 

Two pseudo-scientific themes which dominated the field 

of botany during the sixteenth_century and which appear through-

out the herbals of the age were the Doctrine of Signatures 

and astrological botany. Although few references to these 

matters appear in the works of the scientific herbalists, 

10 Burton, p. 182. 
11Thomas Hill, The profitable Art of Gardening, now the 
third time set forth: to which is added muche necessarie 
matter, .~London: Henry Bynneman, 1579), Ded~catory 
Letter. 
12 . ht 574 Wr~g , p. . 



the popularity of the ideas with the common man is evident 

in the many editions available during the age which sup-

port the theories. The amount of negative criticism writ-

ten about these approaches also emphasizes their lack of 

acceptance by scientific herbalists, and, by inference, 

the popularity of the ideas with the common man. 

The Doctrine of Signatures was advocated by one Thea-

phrastus Bombast von Hohenheim, who was better known by 

his Latinized name of Paracelsus. In a seventeenth cen-

tury Dispensatory, described as a translation from Para-

selous, Paraselsus tells how he had "oft times declared, 

how by the outward shapes and qualities of things we may 

know their inward Vertues, which God hath put in them for 

13 the good of man." 

Paraselsus believed that sulphur, salt, and mercury 

were the three fundamental properties of all bodies. It 

should be noted that Paracelsus used sulphur, salt, and 

mercury 1n a symbolic sense, rather than the way the terms 

are employed today. Sulphur represented change, combusti

bility, volitization, and growth. Salt stood for stability 

and non-inflammability, and mercury symbolized fluidity. 

All three elements were present in every plant, and Para-

celsus determined the ''virtues" of each plant by studying 

28 

13Agnes Arber, Herbals: Their Origin and Evolution, 2nd ed. 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1938), pp. 250-251. 
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the proportions in which the plant contained the three prin

ciples. Since the three properties are not visible, Para-

selsus concluded that each plant was "stamped" with an in

dication of its use either in the form of the leaves or 

flowers, the viens, or in the porosity of the leaves. 14 Para-

selsus believed he had provided the physician and the layman 

with a guide in their choice of herbal remedies based on the 

manner in which each plant was stamped to indicate its use. 

Giambattista Porta, a disciple of Paracelsus, offers 

examples of the Doctrine of Signatures in his work entitled 

Phytognornonica. For example, Porta says that herbs with a 

yellow sap may be used to cure jaundice, while rough-surfaced 

plants are singled out as cures for those diseases which 

destroy the natural smoothness of the skin. In one of his 

more questionable examples, Porta suggests that insect bites 

may be cured by plants shaped like butterflies.
15 

A later supporter of the Doctrine of Signatures, William 

Cole, concerned himself with the problem of those herbs with 

definite medical virtue which have no signature. According 

to Cole, a certain number of herbs were endowed with signa-

tures to set man on the right track in his search for herbal 

remedies. The remainder, Cole believed, were purposely left 

blank to encourage man's skill and resource in determining 

their value for himself.
16 

14 rbid., p. 250. 
15rbid., pp. 251-252. 
16 rbid., p. 254. 



Although Paracelsus' Doctrine was rejected by most 

serious botanists, the theory enjoyed some critical sup-

port and was widely favored by the common man. 

In The English Physician Enlarged (1653), Nicholas 

Culpeper offers his view about the validity of Paraselsus' 

theory. According to Culpeper, the ancients were the first 

to discover the virtues of herbs based on their icon or 

image. "Modern writers laugh at them for it; but I wonder 

in my heart, how the virtues of herbs carne at first to be 

known, if not by their signatures; the moderns have them 

from the writings of the ancients, the ancients had no 

17 writings to have them from." 

Many botanists, including Paraselsus, Porta, Culpeper 

and others, also wrote of the relationship of plants to 
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the stars. In Paraselsus' view, each plant was a terrestrial 

18 star and each star a spiritualized plant. 

Nicholas Culpeper was the most avid proponent of astro

logical botany. He wrote A Physicall Directory, which was an 

unauthorized translation of the Pharmacopoeia issued by 

the College of Physicians. In his work, Culpeper connects 

various herbs with certain plants and stars. He believed 

some herbs to be dominated by the sun, the moon, or a planet. 

17Nicholas Culpeper, The English Physician Enlarged With 
Three Hundred and SixtY="Nine Medicines, Made of English 
Herbs That were not in any Impression until This (London: 

I --- -- ---=p-r~i-n~ted by Peter Cole, 1653), pp. 14-15. 
18 Arber, p. 256. 



Other herbs were dominated by a planet and one of the con

stellations of the zodiac. 

Culpeper also believed that each disease was caused 

by a planet. Under astrological botany two methods of 

curing diseases are offered. The first is cure by anti

pathy. In this approach the ailment is cured by the use 
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of an herb belonging to an opposite planet from that of the 

disease. For example, diseases caused by Jupiter are cured 

by herbs governed by Mercury. 

If a cure was not achieved by antipathy, one could try 

a cure by sympathy. In this approach herbs are used which 

belong to the planet responsible for the disease. For in-

stance, "Mushrooms are under the dominion of Saturn and 

if any are poisoned by eating them, wormwood as an herb 

of Mars cures him, because Mars is exalted in Capricorn, 

the House of Saturn; and this is done by sympathy."
19 

An example of fully astrological botany is The Boke 

of Secretes by Albertus Magnus, which was reprinted in the 

late 1500's. Of the thirty-two herbs discussed in the work 

Albertus says that "there be seven hearbs that have great 

vertue, after the minde of Alexander the Emperour, and they 

have their vertues of the influence of the planet?. And 

19Ibid., pp. 261-262. 



therefore every one of them taketh their vertue from the 

20 higher naturall powers." 

The gathering of the herbs is also governed by the 

planets. These same seven herbs must be gathered from the 

"three and twentith day of the Moone untill the thirtith 

day, beginning the signe Mercurius, by the space of a whole 
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houre, and in gathering make mention of the passion or griefe, 

and the name of the thing, for the which thou doth gather 

it. 

Astrological botany enjoyed wider critical support 

than Paracelsus' Doctrine of Signatures, and examples of 

astrological botany appear in many of the herbals of the 

times. In The English Physician Enlarged, Culpeper enthusi

astically endorsed those men who are guided by the stars in 

their study of botany. He writes: "To such as study Astral-

ogy, (who are the only men I know that are fit to study 

physick, physick without astrology being like a lamp with-

out oil) you are the men I exceedingly respect. 

Whether in regard to botanical theories or the whole 

field of the natural sciences, the main concern of the 

20Albertus Magnus, The bake of secretes of Albartus Magnus, 
of the vertues of Herbes, stones and certaine beastes (London: 
W. Copeland, N.d.), sig. B.3.v. 
21Ibid., sigs. B.7.r., B.S.r. 
22 Culpepper, p. 343. 
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Elizabethans was for a well-ordered and healthful existence 

for both the individual and the state. The view of the earth 

~n terms of the four elements and the corresponding theory 

of humours reflect this concern. An imbalance of the four 

elements indicated a similar imbalance in the universal 

harmony, and, because of the prevailing view of man as 

microcosmos, this imbalance was mirrored by a similar dis

turbance of the humours. 

The prevailing theories ~n the field of botany, which 

are readily apparent in the great herbals of the age, also 

reflect the Elizabethan trust in the natural ordering of 

life. Astrological botany linked plants to the stars and 

offered cures based on sympathy and antipathy. The Doc

trine of Signatures implied the belief that God had endowed 

each plant with some sign of its particular curative power. 

However, Paracelsus' study, with its rejection of the humeric 

theory, also reminds us of the fierce struggle taking place 

between the old and new schools of thought. 

While the various theories related to the study of 

plants appear antiquated and even humorous in our eyes, they 

reflect, nevertheless, the attitudes and thought of the Re

naissance. More specifically, the Elizabethans' interest 

in the natural sciences and the corresponding theories are 

indicative of the larger view of world order prevalent dur

ing the sixteenth century. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE GREAT HERBALS 

The availability of printed matter and man's need, 

both philosophical and utilitarian, to discover the hidden 

secrets of the natural world during the Elizabethan Age 

led to the appearance of large nuwbers of books on the 

natural sciences. Two main types of works evolved. First, 

there were the encyclopedic works on natural history and 

other sciences. These books, known as "pandects," were 

composed of extracts from earlier scientific writers to

gether with all available new knowledge in a given field. 1 

Such manuscripts appeared in large numbers, and most were 

written for the uneducated man. 

Batman uppon Bartholome, an English translation of 

Bartholomaeus Angelicis' thirteenth-century work entitled 

De proprietatibus Rerum, is an excellent example of these 

encyclopedic works. The De proprietatibus Rerum, which is 

divided into nineteen sections, attempts to treat every 

imaginable topic from the sublime (God, in Book 1) to the 

most inconsequential (Non-Essential Characteristics, eg. 

colors, tastes, and odors, in Book 19). Bartholomaeus' 

work was an instant success, especially at the newly-founded 

universities throughout Europe. In fact, the manuscript 

1 . H . 
Anton~a McLean, uman~sm 

England (New York: Neale 
1972) 1 P• 210. 

and the rise of science in Tudor 
Watson Academic PublicatiOns, Inc., 
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was so popular in Paris that it was rented to scholars at 

regulated rates long before the practice of lending libra

ries was established. 2 

Stephean Batman, an English chaplain, edited and up

dated the 1582 edition of Bartholornaeus' work. Antonia 

McLean says that Batman uppon Bartholorne was the most corn-

prehensive and influential scientific work during Eliza-

beth's reign. Batman included as much new scientific re-

search as possible; however, despite Batman's editing, his 
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edition retains the distinctive medieval flavor of the ori-

ginal. The popularity of Batman's endeavor is a clear sign 

of the continued hold Medievalism had on the Elizabethan 

. d 3 
rn~n . 

The second type of work to appear included the smaller 

volumes on separate fields of study. Among these works were 

the popular books of "secretes .. in which the Elizabethans, 

a highly superstitious people, placed great confidence. 

Albertus Magnus' The Bake of Secretes is an example of this 

popular type. Albertus' work contains the supposed virtues 

of selected herbs and stones and certain animals. 

2Frank J. Anderson, An Illustrated History of the Herbals 
(New York: Columbia-university Press, 1977), pp. 60-61. 
3 McLean, p. 211. 



The Elizabethans' keen interest in the plant world 

promoted the growth of specialized botanical works known 

as herbals. The world of botany, as well as the herbals 

themselves, underwent important and dramatic changes dur

ing the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 

The anonymous Bancke's Herbal, printed in 1525 by 

Richard Banckes, is the earliest printed English book 

which contains definite botanical information. 4 The work 

had no illustrations and was probably based on a medieval 

manuscript. Although the work can boast no originality, 

it can claim great popularity and underwent several print

ings throughout the century. 5 

The first original work by a scientific naturalist 
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was William Turner's New Herball, first published in 1551. 

Before the appearance of Turner's work, the only other book 

in English besides Bancke's Herbal even remotely connected 

with botany was The Grete Herball published in 1526. How

ever, both of these works were completely medieval in char

acter and based on European rather than English plants.
6 

Turner, who was acutely aware of this sad state of affairs, 

published his revolutionary herbal in three parts beginning 

in 1551. The second part appeared in 1562, and t~e third 

part, dedicated to Queen Elizabeth, was finished ~n 1568 

only a few months before Turner's death. 

4 Arber, p. 41. 
5 McLean, p. 212. 
6 Anderson, p. 148. 



In his massive work, Turner describes over two hun-

dred species native to England, and he is responsible for 

naming some of them for the first time. 7 The herbal is 

essentially a presentation of plants as individuals or 

"simples," and the author demonstrates little regard for 

the relationships between plants. 

Among the important contributions made by Turner to 

the study of botany was his dedication to dispelling many 

of the superstitions about plants. According to Agnes 

Arber, "Turner delighted in pouring scorn upon any super-

stitious notions which he detected in the writings of his 

conte~poraries, and seems to have been particularly pleased 

if he could show that in any disputed matter they were 
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wrong, while the ancients, for whom he had a great reverence, 

were right." 8 

Almost thirty years after the publication of the last 

part of Turner's work, one John Norton, publisher, called 

upon John Gerard, a noted English horticulturist, to com-

plete an unfinished translation of Deodoen's work Pemtades. 

A Dr. Priest had begun the work, but died before his trans-

lation could be completed. Gerard accepted the assignment, 

and the result is not only one of the most popula~ English 

herbals even today but one of the most blatant examples 

7rbid., p. 152. 
8 Arber, pp. 123-124. 



of plagiarism ever. The work Gerard claimed as his own 

is, in truth, a reordered version of Dr. Priest's transla-

tion. To support his claim of originality, Gerard tells 

his readers in his prefatory remarks »that Doctor Priest, 

one of our London Colledge, hath (as I heard) translated 

the last edition of Dodonaes, which meant to publish the 

same; but being prevented by death, his translation like-

wise perished .. u9 

Unfortunately for Gerard's reputation, the editors 

overlooked among the dedicatory letters a particularly darn-

aging statement written by Stephen Bridwell, a London 

physician who directly acknowledges Priest as author of 

the work. Bridwell writes: »D. Priest, for his transla-

tion of so much as Dodonaeus, hath hereby left a tornbe for 

10 his honorable sepulture.» 

To those scholars and readers familiar with Dodoen's 

work, Gerard's Herball was an obvious translation rather 

than the original work claimed by the author. According 
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to Dr. Frank J. Anderson, "Gerard's Herball, in all honesty, 

should be recognized as Dodoen's Herbal with English dress, 

11 
manners, and substance.» 

9John Gerard, The Herball or General 
I (1597: rpt. Norwood, New-Jersey: 
1974), sig. A.2.v. 
lO 'd . B 3 Ib~ ., s~g ... v. 
11 Anderson, p. 225. 

Historie of Plants, vol. 
Walter J.-yohnson, Inc., 
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Most critics agree that Gerard was poorly qualified 

for the task he accepted. Although a renowned gardener, 

Gerard's botanical knowledge is highly questionable. 

Serious flaws exist in the Herball, including an eye-witness 

confirmation by Gerard to back up a particularly absurd 

belief of the time. Gerard claims to have seen on an is-
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land off Lancashire barnacle geese hatched from shells grown 

on trees. As Agnes Arber observes, "the credulity of the 

herbalists who accepted the goose tree legend is the more 

surprising when we realize that, as early as the thirteenth 

century, Albertus Magnus had disproved it by observing that 

barnacle geese were hatched from eggs like other birds. 

Despite the questionable circumstances surrounding the 

herbal and the many errors in botanical information, Gerard's 

Herball maintains its popular hold on readers even today. 

Dr. Anderson says that more copies of Gerard's Herball have 

been printed in the twentieth century than in the sixteenth 

h . mb' d 13 and seventeent centur~es co ~ne . 

Gerard's Herball continued to dominate the scene until 

the publication of John Parkinson's Theatrum Botanicum in 

1640. Parkinson is best known for his Paradisi in Sole 

Paradisus, a work which deals entirely with horti,cul ture. 

12 Arber, p. 133. 
13Anderson, p. 218. 
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Like Gerard, Parkinson was a master gardener and was widely 

acclaimed for his private garden and ability in ornamental 

1 t . 14 p an ~ng. 

The Theatrum Botanicum was originally intended only 

as an extension of Parkinson's first work. The end re-

sult far exceeded Parkinson's modest goals. The herbal is 

a mammoth ],755 folio-sized pages containing the descrip-

tion of more than 3,800 plants which are illustrated by 

over 2,700 woodcuts. 15 

There is a distinctively medieval tone to Parkinson's 
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herbal, which is illustrated by his references to old super-

stitions. According to Dr. Anderson, Parkinson accepted 

the existence of the unicorn and continued the legend of 

the Vegetable Lamb, a plant which miraculously produced a 

wool-bearing lanb at the head of its stalk. 16 The work 

does maintain the medical approach taken by the great her-

balists of the age, to which Parkinson added his own im-

17 pressive knowledge as horticulturist and apothecary. 

The Theatrum Botanicum is, by all accounts, considered 

the last of the great herbals. Those men who came after 

Parkinson were botanists in the modern sense, rather than 

herbalists. Even though the great herbals of the'Eliza-

14
rbid. I p. 228. 

15
rbid. I p. 227. 

16 rbid. I p. 229. 
17 Ibid. I p. 228 



bethan Age are often studied with some amusement, their 

value and importance should not be underestimated. The 

Elizabethans' dependency upon their herbals is evident in 

this excerpt taken from the diary of Abraham de la Pryne, 

a student at St. John's College in 1690. He writes: 

"'In this my fresh-man's year, by my own propper studdy 
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and industry, I got the knowledge of all herbs, trees, and 

simples, without any body's instruction or ~elp, except that 

of herbals, so I could know any herb at first sight. ••• 18 

While the main function of the herbals was to provide 

the Elizabethan man with a practical guide for the selection 

and preparation of his home remedies, a secondary function, 

just as important in its own right, was to provide guidance 

for the amateur and professional gardener in the construc

tion of a suitable garden and the approprite times and 

methods for planting and cultivation. The proficient 

application of the information contained in the herbals 

would ensure the dedicated gardener of a well-ordered and 

productive garden. This same conceot, that of established 

order and health, may be extended to the state level with 

the monarch in the role of the gardener, who must minister 

to the needs of his subjects in order that the goyernment 

might function in an organized fashion and where any ne

glect on the part of the monarch brought about a much more 

profound and devastating effect. 

18Arber, p. 138. 



CHAPTER V 

THE ELIZABETHAN ATTITUDE TOWARD ORDER AND THE STATE 

The Elizabethan concept of order discusse~ in Chapter 

III touched upon the view of man as microcosm and the cor-

respondence between the body of man and the universe. To 

the sixteenth century mind, the universe was a perfect 

unity in which everything had its place. The Elizabethans 

thought of man as the image of God, closely allied to God 

and the angels ln understanding, but resembling the beasts 

in sensuality. Any imperfection in the universe was not 

the work of God but of man brought about with his fall. 

If the body of man mirrored the unity of the universe, 

then, by extension, the state also nirrored this same order. 

Just as man was subject to the omnipotence of God, so were 

the people of a state subject to God's representative on 

earth, the monarch. In The French Academic, La Primaudaye 

points out that "~eng all creatures, ... we always finde 

one that hath the preemminence above the rest of his kind 

and that the kingly monarchiall government draweth nearest 

to nature of all others." 1 The monarchial type of govern-

ment was clearly justified in the Elizabethan mind on the 

1Pierre de La Primaudaye, The French Academie, trans. 7. 
B. (London: [J. Legate] for T. Adams, 1618), p. 253. 
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basis of natural order. The prince was the voice of God 

on earth and, as such, was the final word in all matters 

of state. 

Although the monarch was answerable to none but God, 

men did hold certain qualities to be the mark of a good 

prince. La Prirnaudaye says that a prince "must strive that 

none excell him in the goods of the soule, in wisdome, 

magnanimity, temperance, and justice." He will also be 

called a good prince: 

. if he serve God in sinceritie and puritie 

of heart, if he inquire diligently after the truth 

of his word, and cause his subjects to live there

after: if he provide for their profit, redresse 

their miseries, and ease them of oppression, 

reaction, and polling. If he be pliable to heare 

the requests and complaints of the least, indif

ferent and moderate in answering them, readie to 

distribute right to everie one, by propounding 

reward for virtue, and punishment for vice. If 

he be prudent in his enterprises, bold in his 

exploits, modest in prosperitie, constant in ad

versitie, steadfast in word, wise in counsell: 

briefly, if he governe in such sort, and reigne 

so well, that all his subjects may have what 

to imitate and strangers to cornmend.
2 

Any ministers chosen by the prince should have the 

same characteristics set aside for the prince himself. 

2 Ibid. I pp. 266, 273. 
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There was a strong fear of the influence of evil flatterers 

on the king, a concern which Shakespeare considers in 

Richard II. 

vlhat were the people to do if their monarch failed 

to live up to the high standards La Primaudaye set forth? 

The answer was simple yet frightening; the poor ruler must 

be endured. Even though attempts to overthrow a reigning 

~anarch appear throughout English history, the sixteenth

century mind considered such an act "evill and pernitious, 

although it seemeth to have a good and honest cause." 3 In 

accordance with the prevailing thought of the day, sub

jects should look to themselves instead of waging civil 

\Alar, since a monarch could be sent as a "scourge" as well 

as a "minister" of God. Likewise, the monarch had to 

consider the act of civil war as a punishment visited 

upon him for misrule. 

Nothing was worse for the essential order of the 

kingdom than civil war. The most striking example from 

English history is the War of the Roses, which began 

when Henry Bolingbroke deposed his cousin Richard II and 

which ended nearly a century later when Henry VII married 

Elizabeth, the daughter of Edward IV, and thereby united 

the houses of Lancaster and York and created the Tudor 

3rbid., p. 285. 
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dynasty. The effect of the War of the Roses was wide-

felt and long-lasting. La Pri@audaye recounts how these 

"factious and civill warres" resulted in the deaths of 

"above four-score persons of the blood royall, with the 

flower of the nobilitie of England, besides an infinite 

number of the valiantest men and best warriors among the 

people. Many lords were put in prison, or banished, lead

~ng the rest of their lives miserablie in strange countries: 

the auncient policie of the kingdome corrputed, justice 

contemned, and the land impoverished. .. 4 

Shakespeare was a firm believer in the Humanistic 

concept of an ordered universe and recognized, as such, 

the lesson to be learned from an event like the War of 

the Roses, which destroyed the unity and order of the 

state. Throughout his writings, Shakespeare is concerned 

with order and those disruptive influences which seek to 

destroy the arranged pattern of life. 

While Elizabethans shared a basic belief in unity 

and order, the concept was manifested in three different, 

yet related, appearances. The views of the universe as 

a chain, a series of corresponding planes, and a dance to 

music were familiar to Shakespeare and are present in his 

works. 

4rbid., p. 288. 
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The most popular of the three theories was the view 

of creation as a great chain made up of beings, from the 

lowest beasts to the archangels and, finally, God. The 

ascent was gradual, and nothing was left out. In The Comedy 

of Errors, Shakespeare makes a comical reference to this 

natural order of being in which one species has dominion 

over another and is, in turn, dominated by yet another 

link in the chain of ordered existence. Adriana, the wife 

of Antipholus, is angry that she must wait patiently for 

her husband and wonders why her husband's liberty should 

be greater than her own. Luciana, Adriana's sister, offers 

no renedy for her sister's situation, out only an explana-

tion of how things really are: 

There's nothing situate under heaven's eye 

But hath his bound, in earth, in sea, in sky: 

The beasts, the fishes and the winged fowls 

Are their males' subjects and at their controls: 

Men, more divine; the masters of all these, 

Lords of the wide world and wild wat'ry seas, 

Indued with intellectual sense and souls, 

Of more pre-eminence than fish and fowls, 

Are masters to their females, and their lords .... 5 

(II,i,l6-25) 

5All quotations from Shakespeare are taken from Hardin 
Craig's edition of The Complete Works of Shakespeare (Chicago: 
Scott, Foresman and Co., 1951). Unless otherwise 1ndicated, 
all italics are mine. 
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Related to the chain theory was the view of the uni-

verse as a series of corresponding planes. "These planes 

were God and the angels, the macrocosm or physical uni-

verse, the body politic or the state, and the microcosm 

or man." Among the correspondences, one between the cosmic 

and the human was the most conunon. ~vi thin this corres-

pondence may be seen the rationale for the Doctrine of 

the Humours. Not only was man composed of the same four 

elements as the universe, but his bodily constitution also 

mirrored that of the earth. "His vital heat corresponded 

to the subterranean fire; his veins ~o rivers; his sighs 

to winds; the outbursts of his passions to storms and 

6 earthquakes." An obvious extension of this theory was 

the relationship between cosmic disorders and the loss of 

order in the state. 

The view of the universe as harmony or a dance, while 

less familiar than the other two, was well-known by Shake-

speare. In this view, the universe and all it contained 

was viewed as one great dance pattern. Anyone \vho did 

not maintain the harmony disturbed the pattern, and the 

result was disorder and chaos.
7 

6E. M. w. Tillyard, Shakespeare's History Plays, 7th ed. 
(London: Chatto and Windus, 1964), pp. 14, 16. 
7rbid., p. 17. 
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Although there are references throughout Shakespeare's 

works which point to his belief in order or degree, no-

where is his view more fully or eloquently stated than 

in Ulysses' speech on the subject in Troilus and Cressida. 

Even though the speech is long and often-quoted, it does 

bear repeating in its entirity, since the passage not only 

demonstrates Shakespeare's familiarity with the prevailing 

psychology but provides an excellent political doctrine 

by which the events in the history plays may be judged. 

The heavens themselves, the planets and this centre 

Observe degree, priority and place, 

Insisture, course, proportion, season, form, 

Office and custom, in all line of order; 

And therefore is the glorious planet Sol 

In noble eminence enthron'd and spher'd 

Amidst the other; whose med'cinable eye 

Corrects the ill aspects of planets evil, 

And posts, like the commandment of a king, 

Sans check to good and bad: but when the planets 

In evil mixture to disorder wander, 

What plagues and what portents! what mutiny! 

What raging of the sea! shaking of earth! 

Commotion in the winds! frights, changes, horrors, 

Divert and crack, rend and deracinate 

The unity and married calm of states 
' 

Quite from their fixture! 0, when degree is shak'd, 

Which is the ladder to all high designs, 

The enterprise is sick! How could communities, 

Degrees in schools and brotherhoods in cities, 

Peaceful commerce from dividable shores, 

The primogenity and due of birt~, 



Prerogative of age, crowns, sceptres, laurels, 

But by degree, stand in authentic place? 

Take but degree away, untune that string, 

And, hark, what discord follows! each thing meets 

In mere oppugnancy: the bounded waters 

Should lift their bosoms higher than the shores 

And make a sop of all this solid globe: 

Strength should be lord of imbecility, 

And the rude son should strike his father dead: 

Force should be right; or rather, right and wrong, 

Between whose endless jar justice resides, 

Should lose their names, and so should justice too. 

Then every thing includes itself in power, 

Power into will, will into appetite; 

And appetite, an universal wolf, 

So doubly seconded with will and power, 

Must make perforce an universal prey, 

And last eat up himself .. 

This chaos, when degree is suffocate, 

Follows the choking. 

And this neglection of degree it is 

That by a pace goes backward, with a purpose 

It hath to climb. The general's disdain'd 

By him one step below, he by the next, 

That next by him beneath; so every step, 

Exampled by the first pace that is sick 

Of his superior, grows to an envious fever 

Of pale and bloodless emulatioD. (I, iii, 84-134). 

The Elizabethan view of world order provided man with 

a logical conception of the universe; it also provided him 

with something akin to a code of ethics. If man did not 
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deviate from his position in life, the state could function 



harmoniously. Contrarily, if man aspired beyond his 11 de

gree, .. the resulting chaos could only lead to an eventual 

breakdown in the functions of the state. A kingdom ruled 

only by discord was unhealthy. Although any disorder in 

the system contributes to the sickness, that which origi

nates in the ruling monarch is, potentially, the most de

vastating. The monarch, as head of state, must institute 

and maintain order if his kingdom is to survive in the 

same way that God insures harmony on a universal level. 

The disorder that thrives in the unweeded garden ruled by 

Richard II is a sickness comparable to a universal malady. 
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CHAPTER VI 

GARDENING MJD PLANT IMAGERY IN RICHARD II 

The fascination of Elizabethans with plants and flowers 

extended beyond the garden and still room to the literature 

of the age. Unlike the classical descriptions employed 

by Ednund Spenser and John Milton, the simple yet effec-

tive descriptions of thoroughly English plants written by 

Shakespeare more naturally capture the beauty of the plant 

world as the Elizabethans saw it. 

Shakespeare may be described as a true lover of nature 

who, as the Reverend Henry N. Ellacombe observes, "does 

not content himself with simply looking, and then passing 

on, but tries to find out something of the inner meaning 

of the beauties he sees, and to carry away with him some 

1 of the lessons which they were doubtless meant to teach." 

The idea that Shakespeare loved the out-of-doors is seconded 

by Caroline Spurgeon's observation that the life of the 

country-side stands out in Shakespeare's imagery. "One 

occupation, one point of view, above all others, is natur-

ally his, that of a gardener; watching, preserving, tend-
____.._ ---~- . - --- - ~ -- ------ _____ ,._ ------.. 

ing and caring for growing things, especially flowe~s and 
<::- ----------- ---~----

--~------- --- -· ~----·-----~-~---

1Reverend Henry N. Ellacornbe, The Plant-Lore and Garden
Craft of Shakespeare (Exeter: vlilliam Pollar~l878) I p. 
l. 
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fruit." 2 
Inseparable from this interest is Shakespeare's 

awareness of the unhappy conditions that prevail when, in 

Hamlet's phrase, a kingdom has become an unweeded garden. 
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The impact of Shakespeare's plant imagery is increased 

because he writes about plants he is familiar with; there-

fore, his images are fresh and real. Dr. Ellacombe says, 

"Shakespeare never names a flower or plant unnecessarily; 

they all come before us. . in the most natural way, as 

if the particular flower named was the only one that could 

be named on that occasion." 3 The richness of Shakespeare's 

imagery is further enhanced by each little legend or super-

stition connected with the plant which he interweaves into 

his writings, "thereby infusing an additional force'' into 

the image itself and, by extension, into the drama as a 

v1hole. 
4 

Nowhere is Shakespeare's preoccupation with gardening ----..----- ---

more evident than in his historical tragedy Richard II, 

the opening play of two historical tetralogies which chron

icle the fall of England and her regeneration. Interwoven 

2caroline F. E. Spurgeon, Shakespeare's Imagery~ What 
It Tells Us (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1935), 
p. 86. 
3 Ellacombe, p. 2. 
4Reverend T. F. Thiselton Dyer, Folk-Lore of Shakespeare 
(New York: Harper and Brothers, 1884), p. 201. 



with the plant and gardening images are recurring images 

of sickness, time, and cosmic disorder. This combination 

results in an intricate image pattern which reinforces 

the structure and meaning of the play. 

The central theme of the drama revolves around the 

subject of kingship. The divine right of kings, on one 

hand, and the natural rights of the citizens, on the other, 

provide the conflict of the play. The question to be 

answered by Richard II is whether "God's annointed" are 

answerable only to God or to the people they serve as 

well. 

Related to this question is the subject of the king's 

character. Richard, an ineffectual ruler who has misused 

and neglected his country and followers, is Shakespeare's 

choice for the ardent and, at times, poignantly persuasive 

defender of the divine-right theory. Richard's cousin, 

Henry Bolingbroke, is the antagonist who dares to spearhead 

the deposition of an annointed king and who represents the 

only hope for the kingdom's survival. Even though the 

action revolves around the power play between Richard and 

Bolingbroke, the effect of their struggle is reflected 

ln the condition of the country. The tragedy of Richard 

II becomes not only the personal tragedy of Richard the 

man, but the tragedy of England as well, because Richard 

is her king. 
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The images of corruption and neglect which surround 

the crown and permeate the kingdom are strengthened through 

the use of gardening and plant imagery. England is a 

g~rl. __ ~adly mismanaged by her royal gardener, a garden -
overrun by weeds and infested with parasites . 

•. - -- ----~-
The drama opens on the question of Richard's complicity 

in the death of his uncle Thomas of Woodstock, Duke of Glou-

cester. In Act I, scene i, Bolingbroke and the Duke of 

Norfolk appear before the king to accuse each other of 

treasonable acts. Bolingbroke implies that Richard 1s 

guilty of plotting Gloucester's murder and that Norfolk 

has acted as Richard's agent in the deed. Even though the 

charges are aimed at Norfolk, Bolingbroke manages to impli-

cate and publicly embarrass the king he cannot directly 

accuse. 

Shakespeare's "tendency to think of matters human as 

of growing plants and trees" 5 is established in the follow-

ing scene when Richard's involvement in the murder is dis-

cussed by Gloucester's widow and his brother, John of 

Gaunt. The widow's eagerness for revenge and the reluc-

tant Gaunt's observation that the "correction lieth 1n 

those hands/ Which made the fault" and that he mu~t re

signedly content himself with "the will of heaven;/ Who 

5 Spurgeon, p. 8 6. 



when they see the hours ripe on earth,/-Will rain hot 

vengeance on offender's heads" (I, ii, 6-8) help establish 

Richard's guilt. 
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Although the appearance of Gloucester's widow is brief, 

her impassioned appeal to Gaunt contains the first refer

ence to plant imagery in the play. The duchess describes 

the seven sons of Edward III as "seven fair branches 

springing from one root" (I, ii, 13). While "Some of those 

seven are dried by nature's course," and "Some of those 

branches [have] by the Destinies [been] cut" (I, ii, 14-15), 

her husband Gloucester, whom she describes as "One flour

ishing branch of his [Edward III's], most royal root" 

(I, ii, 18)., has been "hack'd down, and his sununer leaves 

all faded,/ By envy's hand and murder's bloody axe" (I, 

ii, 20-21). The Duchess' metaphorical comparison liken- ( 

ing her husband to a "flourishing branch" establishes 

Richard as the remiss gardener who, contrary to good gar-

dening practices, has "hack'd down" a thriving limb. 

The major use of the gardening imagery in the play 

begins in Act I, scene i, when the dying Gaunt compares 

England to Eden and calls his homeland a "demi-paradise." 

Like the Biblical garden, England is a "fortress .built 

by Nature for herself/ Against infection and the hand of 

war" (II, i, 43-44); however, Gaunt's paradise is flawed. 

England's reputation is suffering, and "That England, that 



was wont to conquer others,/ Hath made a shameful con

quest of itself" (II, i, 65-66). Gaunt's disillusionment 

centers around Richard. While Gaunt hopes to counsel 

Richard to mend his ways, the task seems a formidable one, 

since Gaunt admits that Richard has always been reluctant 

to accept his advice. 

The Duke of York, Gaunt's brother and death-bed com

panion, sees little success for Gaunt's desire, and York 

urges his brother to "Vex not yourself, nor strive not 

with your breath;/ For all in vain comes counsel to his 

ear" (II, i, 3-4). York provides the reason for Richard's 

reluctance with the observation that the king's ear is 

... stopp'd with other flattering sounds, 

As praises, of whose taste the unwise are fond, 

Lascivious meters, to whose venom sound 
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The open ear of youth doth always listen. (II, i, 17-20) 

The flattering sounds York refers to are Bushy, Bagot, and 

Green, Richard's confidants and counselors whom Bolingbroke 

calls the caterpillars of the commonwealth. 

Richard's reluctance to accept wise counsel is only 

one of his shortcomings. We learn in scene iv of Act I 

that Richard's banishment of his cousin Bolingbroke was 

prompted by feelings of jealousy and distrust. In a re-

vealing conversation with Lord Aurnerle, Richard describes 

how he and his advisors, Bushy, Bagot, and Green, have 

noted Bolingbroke's "courtship to the common people" (I, 
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iv, 24). Richard questions his cousin's "humble and familiar 

courtesy" (I, iv, 26) with the people, an attitude which 

Richard fears has endeared Bolingbroke to the commoners 

"As were our England in reversion his,/ And he our subjects' 

next degree of hope" (I, iv, 35-36). 

Whereas we may understand and even justify the king's 

concern over Bolingbroke's ambition, Richard's mismanage-

ment of England's financial affairs is another matter. 

By Richard's own admission, the coffers "are grown some-

what light,/ with too great a court/ And liberal largess" 

(I, iv, 43-44). In order to finance the impending war 

against Irish rebels, Richard will sell the right to col

lect taxes to the highest bidder. If this device fails, 

Richard's 

... substitutes at home shall have blank charters; 

Whereto, when they shall know what men are rich, 

They shall subscribe them for large sums of gold 

And send them after to supply our wants. (I, iv, 48-51) 

Richard's intent to "farm (his] royal realm'' (I, iv, 45) 

is, in effect, a leasing of his garden to Wiltshire and 

other parasites that prey upon the realm and its people. 

Richard's act establishes him as an absentee landlord, 

who is content to allow others to care for that which he 

should personally oversee. Richard's remiss actions as 

the gardener of Eden have changed the "scept'red isle" 

from a paradise to "a tenement or pelting farm. . . bound 

in with inky blots and rotten parchment bonds" (II, i, 60-64). 



Richard's lack of concern also extends to the in-

habitants of his kingdom. The valiant Gaunt dies condemn

ing Richard's attitude and actions. The king has banished 

Gaunt's son Bolingbroke and has killed Gaunt's brother, 

yet Richard's threat to behead his uncle for his careless 
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tongue holds no fear for the dying man. Gaunt tells Richard 

that his unkindness coupled with Gaunt's present sickness 

"be like crooked age,/ To crop a too long withered flower" 

(II, i, 133-134). Gaunt's response emphasizes Richard's 

role as gardener, since Richard helps to end Gaunt's life 

just as the gardener plucks dead blossoms from the bush. 

Ironically, Richard is helping to promote the death of a 

man who could have helped the king to restore order and 

health to his failing garden. 

After his uncle's death, Richard commits the most 

unpardonable act of all when he seizes Gaunt's money and 

possessions. By doing so, Richard has deprived the banished 

Bolingbroke of his rightful legacy. This action and Richard's 

refusal to recognize his cousin's claim to the estate en-

rage Richard's uncle, the Duke of York. In a scathing 

denunciation of his nephew's actions, York warns the king 

of the dire consequences which accompany such unk~ngly 

behavior: 

Now afore God-God forbid I say true! 

If you do wrongfully seize Hereford's rights, 

Call in the letters patents that he hath 



By his attorneys-general to sue 

His livery, and deny his off'red homage, 

You pluck a thousand dangers on your head, 

You lose a thousand well-disposed hearts 

And prick my tender patience to those thoughts 
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Which honour and allegiance cannot think. (II, i, 200-208) 

The confiscation of Gaunt's property immediately 

arouses the fears of Richard's other lords. The Earl of 

Northumberland and Lord Willoughby are afraid that Richard 

may now turn against any of his subjects. Northumberland 

thinks "The king is not himself, but basely led/ By flat-

terers" (II, i, 241-242), a view which echoes those comments 

made by Gaunt and York. Willoughby describes Richard as 

"a broken man. 11 Both lords foresee impending disaster, 

and Northumberland warns of the "fearful tempest" yet to 

come. 

The storm breaks with Bolingbroke's return from exile 

to reclaim his inheritance. When York warned Richard 

against seizing Gaunt's properties, he did so with one irn-

portant idea in mind. The reason is, simply, that Richard 

has no right to seize his cousin's natural and customary 

rights. The key words are natural and customary because, 

as York reminds Richard, " . . for how art thou a king/ 

But by fair sequence and succession?" (II, 1., 198-199). 

Richard, however, fails to understand that if he takes 

that which is rightfully Bolingbroke's then Bolingbroke is, 
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in turn, entitled to take Richard's natural inheritance-

the kingship. By challenging the accepted theory of natural 

order, Richard and Henry are responsible for the breakdown 
.. _ - ·- ----- --- -- ~----

of the O_!_d~e-~E:d_ system of the garden-kingdom. The result is 
--~--...-.....-- ---- _,____ -~--=--------

a chaotic garden of which neither man i~-~~~~~Y fit to --- .. ------------
serve as the true gardener-king. Richard seeks reassurance ----for his actions in the belief that he is God's annointed 

and cannot be challenged; however, the swift succession of 

events in Acts II, III, and IV shows how mistaken the king 

is. 

Bolingbroke's belief that he is justified in his 

actions is revealed in his conversation with his uncle in 

Act II, scene iii. York confronts Henry and admonishes 

him for 11 braving arms against thy soverign. . In gross 

rebellion and detested treason" (II, iii, 109, 112). 

Bolingbroke's reply centers around the very issue that 

York had warned Richard about-rightful succession. Boling-

broke appeals to York's sense of fairness when he says: 

... noble uncle, I beseech your grace 

Look on my wrongs with an indifferent eye . 

... Will you permit that I shall stand condemn'd 

A wandering vagabond; my rights and royalties 

Pluck'd from my arms perforce and given away' 

To upstart unthrifts? (II, iii, 115-122) 

The issue is clear to Bolingbroke. If Richard is 

King of England by rightful succession, then it naturally 



61 

follows that Bolingbroke is Duke of Lancaster and may right

fully return to England to claim what is his. 

In Bolingbroke's eyes, there is no other recourse 

open to him, so he sets about to reclaim that which is his 

by "free descent." As he tells York: 

My father's goods are all distrain'd and sold, 

And these and all are all amiss employ'd. 

What would you have me do? (II, iii, 131-133) 

York is not immune to his nephew's appeal. He recognizes 

that Richard has wronged Henry, "whom conscience and my 

kindred bids to right" (II, ii, 115). Nevertheless, York 

vigorously defends the king. He chooses to remain i~partial 

in the end in part because his "power is weak and all 

ill left" (II, iii, 154). 

Although Bolingbroke does appear to have returned 

solely to regain his patrimony and to set his own garden 

in order, some idea of his deeper ambitions is disclosed 

~n scene iii of Act II. Henry prepares to go to Bristow 

castle to capture the flatterers Bushy and Green. He 

calls them the "caterpillars of the commonwealth" which he 

swears "to weed and pluck away" (II, iii, 166-167). Before 

Henry sends Bushy and Green to their deaths, he charges 

them with turning the king against his cousin and thereby 

benefitting most from Henry's banishment: 



Whilst you have fed upon my signories, 

Dispark'd My parks and fell'd my forest woods, 

From my own windows torn my household coat, 

Ras'd out my imprese, leaving me no sign, 

Save men's opinions and ~y living blood 

To show the world I am a gentleman." (III, 1, 22-27). 
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Bolingbroke's remarks take on a deeper significance in light 

of the gardening imagery. He obviously sees himself assum

ing the role of gardener and certainly feels superior to the 

woeful attempts executed by his cousin Richard. By pursuing 

the king's advisors and ordering their deaths, Bolingbroke 

is taking the first step in cleaning the garden of England 

as a whole and restoring it to an orderly existence. 

The situation in England is rapidly deteriorating. 

In the last scene of Act II, the false rumor of the king's 

death circulating among his troops causes fear and unrest. 

A Welsh captain speaks of meteors which "fright the fixed 

stars of heaven" and~of "the pale fac'd moon" which "looks 

bloody on the earth 11 (II, iv, 9-11). These natural disas-

ters mirror the chaotic political situation in the country. 

In fact, the captain says, "These signs forerun the death 

or fall of kings" (II, iv, 15). 

One particular omen refers to the country's withering 

bay trees. The bay, like the laurel, was often used as a 

symbol of victory; so the "withering and death" of bay 

trees foreshadow Richard's defeat at the hands of Bolingbroke. 
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According to the Reverend T. F. Thiselton Dyer, "the wither

ing and death of this tree were reckoned a prognostic of 

evil, both in anc.;ent d d t · " 6 • an rno ern ~mes .... The 

Reverend Henry Ellacombe thinks there is little doubt that 

Shakespeare copied this superstition from some Italian 

source, since there is no proof that such an idea prevailed 

in England. 7 

Act III marks not only the climactic moment for the 

action of the play but the peak of the gardening imagery 

as well. In scene ii, Richard returns to Wales and weeps 

openly for joy at the sight of his kingdom. Aware of 

Bolingbroke's return, Richard immediately evokes the 

image of a fouled Eden when he bids the earth to 

Yield stinging nettles to mine enemies; 

And when they from thy bosom pluck a flower, 

Guard it, I pray thee, with a lurking adder 

Whose double tongue may with a mortal touch 

Throw death upon thy soverign's enemies. (III I iiI 18-22 

The use of "stinging nettles," 8 like the \vi thered bay tree, 

maintains the image of England as a spoiled garden. Iron-
----------· . ···--------- -----

({, ~-~---_ -t ~~-;;;-t I() 'I'~ -

6 Dyer, p. 211. 
7Ellacombe, p. 23. 
8charles M. Skinner, Myths and Legends of Flowers, Trees, 
Fruits, and Plants (Philadelphia: J. B. ~ippincott ~orn
pany, 1925), p. 192. In his work, ~r. Sk~nner descr~be~ 
the nettle as an irritating plant w~th a stem covered w~th 
fine, sharp hairs "that have a poisonous effect on the skin 
they pierce." 



ically, during this scene, which emphasizes divine pro-

tection of God's annointed, Richard relies on maledic-

tions (upon his garden kingdom as well as upon his oppon

ents) rather than the invocation of benedictions upon the 

-------kingdom. Richard's wish for the "lurking adder'' and his 

desire that the soil yield up spiders and "heavy-gaited 

toads" to attack his enemies reveal him to be a careless 

gardener, who neither cares about his garden nor under-

stands his positive role as the gardener. 

Plant imagery ap?ears again later in the scene, but 

this time the emphasis has shifted from the Eden motif to 

the question of rule by divine right. Richard's fear of 

the rebels' power prompts the Bishop of Carlisle to remind 

the king of his divine right to govern: "That Power 

that made you king/ Hath power to keep you king in spite 

of all" (III, i, 27-28), and Carlisle urges Richard to 

look to heaven for the "proffered means of succour and 

redress" (III, i, 32). The Bishop's words prompt an 

emotionally stirring response from the troubled king; and, 

although Richard gains some confidence from the Bishop's 

entreaty, he fluctuates between the illusion of divine 
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rule and the reality of his situation. In the end, Richard 

clings to his belief in his unassailable authority to 

govern by divine right. He believes the rebels have broken 

their faith to God by breaking their faith to their king. 



Richard is, after all, "The deputy elected by the Lord," 

and "Not all the water in the rough rude sea/ Can wash the 

balm off from an ano;ntea~ k;ng" (III ; ; 54 5~) . . ' .. , - ~ . When 

Richard speaks of balm, he overlooks its curative virtues 

and effects and thinks of it only as protection to sustain 

the sickness and corruption rampant in his kingdom. 

The balm Richard mentions is used during the corona-

tion ceremony to anoint the king and is a substance pro-

duced from a gum-bearing tree, probably the Amyris. The 

name, Balm or Balsam, is not confined, however, to the 

9 produce of any one plant. The substance was valued for 

its medicinal qualities and was believed so powerful that 

"if one would coat his finger with it he could pass it 

through fire or even set fire to it without suffering." 10 

Unfortunately, Richard will find the balm provides little 

protection against his enemies. Richard is, at this time, 

very close to losing his kingdom. His cry of "woe, des-

truction, ruin, and decay" (III, ii, 101) aimed at the 

rebels is answered but against himself rather than his 

enemies. Richard's garden is overrun by floods "As if the 

world were all dissolv'd to tears" (III, ii, 108), and the 

king' s own men "learn to bend their bov1s/ Of double-fated 

9Ellacornbe, p. 22. 
10skinner, pp. 57-58. 
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yew" (III, ii, 116-117) against his kingdom. The yew tree 

provided the wood traditionally used for the bow when the 

archer was the only soldier. 11 The tree was commonly 

planted in graveyeards and through this association came 

to symbolize death. The term "double-fated" refers to the 
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tree's noxious qualities when living and its use for deadly 

12 weapons afterwards. 

The breaking point for Richard comes when he hears that 

his advisors have been executed at Bolinbroke's command. 

/J'hen he rece1.ves the news, Richard mourns, "Let's talk of 

graves, of worms and epitaphs ... Let's choose executors 

and talk of wills" (III, ii, 145, 148). The defeated king 

even bitterly suggests that his followers join the victor-

ious Bolingbroke "To ear the land that hath some hope to 

grow" (III, ii, 212). His comment is the second one in 

the play to hint at the possible regeneration of the shat-
.. 

tered country. The first was Bolingbroke's promise to 

weed and pluck away those plants and insects which are chok-

ing the life out of the kingdom. The contrast between 

Richard and Henry as caretakers of England is also evident. 

Richard, for the first time, concedes the possibility that 

his cousin may be better able to manage the country than 

he has been. 

11 rbid.' p. 299. 
12 Ellacow~e, p. 262. 



67 

In scene iii, Richard and Bolingbroke meet at Flint 

Castle for the first time since Henry's banishment. When 

confronted by Henry's demand for justice, Richard once 

again turns to the subject of divine rule. He is, he 

says, the lawful king: 

If we be not, show us the hand of God 

That hath dismiss'd us from our stewardship; 

For well we know, no hand of blood and bone 

Can gripe the sacred handle of our sceptre, 

Unless he do profane, steal, or usurp. (III, iii, 77-81) 

The king warns Bolingbroke that 

... ere the crown he looks for live in peace, 

Ten thousand bloody crowns of mother's sons 

Shall ill become the flower of England's face. 

(III, iii, 95-97) 

When Richard realizes that his defeat is at hand, he once 

again becomes the remiss gardener: 

We'll make foul weather with despised tears; 

Our sighs and they shall lodge the summer corn, 

And make a dearth in this revolting land. 

(III, iii, 161-163) 

In the end, however, the subdued and defeated king acqui-

esces to Henry's demands and agrees to accompany his cousin 

to London. 

Act III, scene iv, marks the zenith of Shakespeare's 

use of gardening imagery. This superb mirror scene recalls 

all oast events in the drama and foreshadows future ones 
~ 
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in gardening terms. According to Dr. Hereward T. Price's 

article, "Mirror-Scenes in Shakespeare," most mirror 

scenes have little or nothing to do with the plot and will 

not be missed if cut. However, Shakespeare uses his scenes 

to concentrate "significant incidents into a symboll' in 

order to enlarge our knowledge of the problem which is the 

core of the work. 13 The mirror scene in Richard II is 

only 107 lines long, but, in this brief space, Shakespeare 

telescopes the flaws in Richard's character and the tragic 

consequences of his misrule. The characters, who have been 

especially invented for this scene, are a master gardener 

and his two assistants, who have come to the Duke of York's 

garden to restore it to order. Richard's queen and two 

of her attendants are also present. When she sees the 

gardeners approaching, the queen suggests that she and her 

ladies step into the shadows and listen to the gardeners' 

conversation since "They will talk of state; for every one 

doth so/ Against a change. II (III, iv, 27-28). 

While he tends to the "noisome weeds," the gardener 

orders one of his helpers to 

13Hereward T. Price, 11 Mirror-Scenes in Shakespeare,, in 
Joseph Quincy Adams Memorial Studies, ed. James G. Mc
Manaway, et. al. (Washington: The Folger Shakespeare 
Library, 1948), p. 102. 
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... bind ... up yon dangling apricocks, 14 

Hl1ich, like unruly children, make their sire 

Stoop with oppression of their prodigal weight. 

(III, iv, 29-31) 

The second man is told to "Cut off the heads of too fast 

growing sprays/ That look too lofty in our commonwealth" 

because "All must be even in our government" (III, iv, 

34-36) . Both commands are thinly veily allusions to the 

parasitic counselors Bushy, Bagot, and Green, who have 

helped bring about Richard's defeat just as the abundant 

fruit weighs down the branches of the tree and have suf-

fered the same consequence for their deed as the one await-

ing the "fast growing sprays." 

The mirror technique is firmly established by the 

response of one of the helpers who questions the necessity 

of restoring the small plot of earth to an ordered state 

14 Gerard, Vol. II, p. 1260. The actual date of the apricot 
tree's introduction into England is not known. It was cer
tainly grown before Gerard's time since it is listed among 
the plants in his herbal and he notes that "these trees do 
grow in my garden, and now adaies in many other Gentle~ens 
gardens throughout all England." 
On page 18 of his work, the Reverend Ellacornbe notes that 
the only account of the plant's introduction is by Hakluyt, 
who says it was brought from Italy by one Wolf, gardener to 
King Henry the Eighth. If this is the true history of the 
plant, the reference in Richard II is an anachronism, since 
the time period of the play is nearly a hundred years be
fore the tree's introduction into England. 



when England, "our sea-walled garden" and a model for them 

to emulate, 

Is full of weeds, her fairest flowers chok'd up, 

Her- fruit-trees all unprun'd, her hedges ruin'd, 

Her knots disordered and her wholesome herbs 

Swarming with Caterpillars. (III, iv, 44-47) 
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But the gardener quiets his helper with the news of Richard's 

deposition and the deaths of his counselors. The gardener 

describes Richard as a man "that hath suffered this dis-

ordered spring" and who has "now himself met with the fall 

of leaf" (III, iv, 47-48). The counselors are called "weeds" 

which Richard's "broad-spreading leaves did sheltera while 

they "seem'd in eating him to hold him up" (III, iv, 49-51). 

In lines 55-66, the gardener offers the necessary 

practices by which he maintains an orderly garden and 

laments that Richard has "not trirrun'd and dress'd his land/ 

As we this garden" (III, iv, 56-57). The gardener des-

cribes how, at certain times of the year, he wounds 

... the bark, the skin of our fruit trees, 

Lest, being over-proud in sap and blood, 

Hith too much riches it confound itself. (III, iv, 58-60) 

Had Richard 

... done so to great and growing men, 

They might have liv'd to bear and he to taste 

Their fruits of duty. (III, iv, 64) 



"Superfluous branches" are also cut away so "that bearing 

boughs may 1 i ve " ( I I I , i v, 6 4 ) . 15 

The remedies suggested by the gardener focus attention 

on the central flaw in the king's character. Throughout 

the play, Richard is depicted as a ruler who has allowed 

his monarchy to infuse him with a "self and vain conceit" 

(III, ii, 166) to the point that he considers his position 

invulnerable and his decisions sacrosanct. He has allowed 

himself to be wooed by flatterers eager to encourage this 

view for their own self-interests. If Richard had only 

realized the true responsibilities of his position and had 

approached them in the same manner that a master gardener 

tends his plants and trees, he might have kept the crown 

"Which waste of idle hours hath quite thrown down'' (III, 

iv, 66). Despite the gardener's denunciation of Richard's 

inefficiency, he speaks of the king's deposition as "black 
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tidings." The gardener realizes that Henry can never be the 

true gardener king, since he now bears the name of usurper. 

15 Ellacombe-, p. 281. Dr. Ellacombe believes that the infor-
mation in lines 29-39 and 55-66 of the mirror scene "would 
almost tempt us to say that Shakespeare was a ga~dener by 
profession: certainly no other passages that have been 
brought to prove his real profession are more minute than 
this. It proves him to have had practical experience in 
the work, and I think we may safely say that he was no 
mere 'prentice hand in the use of the pruning knife." 
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Nei t~~r Rich.~~-g nor Henry can l'lope to produce what this -----
man can, a healthy and well-ordered garden. 

The queen comes forward after hearing the gardener's 

speech and chastizes the man for suggesting that her hus-

band is deposed. She likens the gardener to "old Adam" 

and demands to know "What Eve, what serpent, hath suggested 

thee/ To make a second fall of cursed man" (III, iv, 75-76)? 

Her words recall the Biblical Eden and open up the possibil-

ity for some interesting comparisons. The first similarity 

is that of England as a garden QUCh like Eden which has 

been fouled by her master's careless attitude, a view which 

has been noted several times before. The second comparison 

involves Richard and the phrase 1'old Adam" which the queen 

uses to address the gardener. "Old Adam" is an epithet 

often applied to the gardener, which may, by virtue of 

the king's role as gardener of his realm, also apply to 

Richard. The Biblical Adam lost his paradise by allowing 

himself to fall under the spell of Eve and the serpent. 

Richard, Adam's counterpart, loses his crown and kingdom 

by allowing false flatterers to "stop" his ears against 

sound judgement. Both Adam and Richard, unlike the gar-

dener in the mirror scene, fail to tend their respective 

gardens properly and, through their neglect, suffer the 

loss of paradise. In relation to the concept of natural 

order, neither Adam nor Richard is obedient to divine 



dictates established for managing his garden. Richard 

adheres to none of the duties expected of God's lieutenant 

on earth. 
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At the close of the scene, the disconsolate queen curses 

the gardener for his unwelcome news of her husband's mis-

fortune. The queen's cursing the gardener parallels Richard's 

cursing the garden. Neither one, however, focuses upon the 

causal issue: neglect of the garden. The gardener is 

sympathetic to the queen's plight and in the place where 

she stood weeping will 

... set a bank of rue, sour herb of grace: 

Rue, even for ruth, here shortly shall be seen 

In the remembrance of a weeping queen. (III, iv, 105-107) 

Rue, also known as the Herb of Grace, is an appropriate choice 

on the gardener's part. While no connection seems to exist 

between the two names for the plant, they are really closely .. 
connected, since one name was suggested by the other. Rue 

is the English form of the Greek and Latin word ruta, a 

word which has never been explained. The Old English word 

ruth meant sorrow and remorse, and the verb to rue is still 

used to mean to be sorry for anything or to have pity. It 

seemed natural to associate this better plant, whlch has 

always been named Rue or Ruth, with repentance. The plant 

was, in fact, called the Herb of Repentance, which was 

soon transformed into the Herb of Grace, since repentance 



is the chief sign of Grace. 16 The plant was widely valued 

for its medicinal properties as evidenced by the fact that 

Gerard devotes four full pages to its virtues. 

In Act IV, the scene shifts to Westminster Hall, 
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where the action centers around Richard's kingship. The 

Bishop of Carlisle confronts Henry and his followers regard-

ing the awful burden of judging their soverign. "vJhat 

subject can give sentence on his king?'' the bishop asks; 

and of all those assembled to judge Richard, he demands, 

"who sits here that is not Richard's subject?" (IV, i, 121-

122) . 

Shakespeare includes a reference to plant imagery 

when he has Carlisle plead the sanctified position of an 

anointed king. The Bishop describes Richard as 

God's majesty 

His captain, steward, deputy-elect, 

Annointed, crowned, planted many years. (IV, i, 126-129) 

Carlisle ends his speech with a prophecy which warns of 

the dangers to come if the crown is taken from Richard 

and given to Bolingbroke, a warning which, in many ways, 

echoes Gaunt's death-bed prophecy: 

16 Ibid., pp. 232. 



The blood of English shall manure the ground, 

And future ages groan for his foul act; 

Peace shall go sleep with Turks and infidels, 

And in this seat of peace tumultuous wars 

Shall kin with kin and kind with kind confound. 

Disorder, horror, fear and mutiny 

Shall here inhabit, and this land be call'd 

The field of Golgotha and dead nen's skulls. 

(IV, i , 13 7-14 4) 

The Bishop's reference to the Biblical Golgotha is in 

sharp contrast to the Eden imagery depicted elsewhere in 

the play. The contrast between what England could be as 

opposed to what she has become under Richard and what she 

is prophesied to be under Henry is made more striking 

through the use of such imagery. Carlisle's warnings that 

the blood of future generations "shall manure the ground" 

and that peace will be replaced by "tumultuous wars" sug-

gest the inescapable continuity of ill effects when a gar-

den is ill attended to and Henry's incapability to func-

tion as an effective gardener of the realm. 

Carlisle's arguments fail to save Richard's crown, 

however; and, in the most moving scene of the play which 

follows, both men grip the symbol of the throne as Richard 

relinquishes it to Bolingbroke saying: "With my own tears 

I wash away my balm,/ ... give away my crown ... [and] deny 

my sacred state" (IV, i, 207-209). Richard is immediately 

conveyed to the Tower, and Henry is proclaimed king in his 

place. 
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The act closes on two gardening images in the form 

of curses, which foreshadow a continuation of the current 

unrest. Lord Aurnerle speaks of Henry's ascendancy as a 

"pernicious blot," and the Bishop of Carlisle talks of 

"the children yet unborn/ [who] shall feel this day as 

sharp to them as thorn" (IV, i, 3 2 3) . 

Act V opens with the queen's meeting with her husband, 

whom she describes as a fair, withered rose. A more apt 

choice could not have been made to represent Richard than 

this most-lauded flower. The rose has been the symbol of 

faction, the symbol of peace, and the emblem of prospering 

nations.
17 

Gerard sees fit to place it "with the most 

glorious flowers of the worlde ... : for the Rose doth de-

serve the chiefest and most principall place among all 

flowers whatsoever, being ... esteemed for his beautie, 

18 vertues, and his fragrant and odoriferous smell." Shake-

speare obviously shared Gerard's view, since the rose is 

19 
the most often-mentioned flower in the poet's works. 

One must remember that while the rose is a beautiful flower 

it does have a darker side, which is represented by its 

thorns, a fact which may have helped influence Shakespeare 

17skinner, p. 232. 
18Gerard, Vol. II, p. 1077. 
19Ellacombe, p. 193. 
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~n his choice of the flower to represent the enigmatic 

Richard. Perhaps the beauty of the flower represents the 

sensitive and insightful king Richard might have become 

if the thorn of vanity ~ad not clouded his vision. The 

queen' s choice of the adjectives "fair'' and "withered" 

to describe the rose helps to point out not only the con

tradictory nature of the flower but that of her husband 

as well. With the loss of his crown, Richard turns to 

introspection and, for the first time in the play, seems 

worthy of the glory which the rose represents. There is a 

new-found majesty about the deposed Richard which he never 
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possessed as king. For the first time, he clearly sees the 

disordered state of his garden real~ to be the direct re-

sult of his inept conduct as its gardener-king. 

Richard foresees only trouble ahead for his cousin, the 

newly-crowned Henry IV. In a conversation with the Earl 
~ 

of Northumberland, one of Henry's supporters, Richard talks 

of greed and corruption. He sees Henry's supporters be-

coming greedy for more spoils from the king they helped 

crown, and he tells Northumberland that 

... Thou shalt think 

Though he divide the realm and give thee half, 

It is too little. (V, i, 59-61) 

Those very men 



... which knowest the way 

To plant unrightful kings, wilt know again, 

Being ne'er so little urg'd, another way. 

To pluck him headlong from the usurped throne. 

(V, i, 62-65) 
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Richard's use of the verbs "to plant" and "to pluck" brings 

to mind the Bishop of Carlisle's previous reference to 

Richard as a king "Annointed, crowned, and planted, many 

years." With the pervading image of England as a garden 

throughout the play, the allusion to her kings as flowers 

to be planted and plucked at will seems most appropriate. 

The use of such terms also underscores the vulnerability 

of the crown, a situation which befits the disordered state 

of the country. 

The use of plant imagery continues in scene ii when 

the Duchess of York asks her son, Lord Aumerle, to name those 

"who are the violets now/ That strew the green lap of the 

new come spring" (V, 1.1., 46-47). This sweet-scented 

flower is a particularly appropriate symbol for those men 

who have risen to power along with Henry. Shakespeare 

was apparently very fond of the purple violet, which is 

said to be very abundant around Stratford. The flower is 

often associated with spring, since it is among the first 

flowers to bloom, generally in March and, at the latest, 

'1 20 Apr1. . Gerard describes the violet as oleasant to smell 

20 rbid. I p. 248. 



and delightful to look at: "Yea Gardens themselves re-

ceive by these the greatest ornament of all, chiefest 

beautie, and most gallant grace; ... for they admonish 

and stir up a man to that which is comely and honest; 

. the remembraunce of honestie, cornelinesse, and all 

kinds of vertues." 21 Shakespeare must certainly have had 

the beauty and many virtues of the flower in ~ind when he 

chose the violet as a symbol for the men who would lead 
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England into her rebirth after the dismal days of Richard's 

reign. However, there is a botanical curiosity about this 

lovely flower, which supports Richard's claim that those 

very men who helped Henry gain the throne will inevitably 

turn against him or be turned on by the king. It seems 

that the violet produces flowers ln both spring and summer, 

but the flowers are very different. Those blossoms pro-

duced in the spring are fully-formed and sweet-scented but 

mostly barren and produce no seed. Those flowers which 

appear in autumn are very small, have no petals, and pos-

22 
sibly no scent, but they produce an abundance of seed. 

Since the violets mentioned in the play are, clearly, 

those which bloom in the spring, we may assume that although 

they are lovely their effect will be short-lived. In fact, 

21Gerard, Vol. II, p. 698. 
22Ellacombe, p. 249. 
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the Duke of York warns his son to take care "in this ne\'1 

spring of time,/ Lest you be cropp'd before you come to 

prime" (V, ii, 50-51). The warning is well-founded in 

this case but apparently unheeded by Aurnerle, who is al

ready involved in a plot to assasinate Henry. York 

manages to reveal the scheme to the king, who, eventually, 

succumbs to the Duchess' pleas and pardons her reckless 

son. This flower imagery, more than any other in the play, 

combines the hope symbolized by Henry's ascension and the 

cloud cast over his reign by Richard's deposition. 

The complicated question of what to do with a deposed 

king is solved when one of Henry's followers, a Sir Pierce 

of Exton, murders Richard at Pomfret castle, where he is 

being held prisoner. Exton has overheard Henry wish for a 

friend to rid him of "this living fear"~ but in the last 

scene of the play, when Exton presents Henry with the body 

of the murdered Richard, the king damns the overzealous 

lord. The irate king says that even though he wished 

Richard dead he hates the murderer and "love him murdered." 

Henry compares Exton to Cain and says that Exton, like his 

Biblical counterpart, must "go wander through shades of 

night,/ And never show thy head by day nor light". (V, 

43-44) . The hope that Henry has to restore England to a 

paradise has been blotted by Richard's murder. The new 

king is extremely sensitive to this additional shadow cast 
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over his reign by Richard's death. "I protest," Henry 

mourns: "My soul is full of woe 1 / That blood shou·ld sprinkle 

me to make me grow" {V, vi, 45-46). Even though the king 

hopes to . do penance by making a trip to the Holy Land "To 

wash this blood off from my guilty hand" (V, iv, 50), 

Richard's murder, instigated by Henry's suggestion, ends 

the play as it begins: with a king's hands stained with 

.royal blood. 

Several other image patterns are used in conjunction 

tY"ith the plant and gardening imagery to produce a tight 

structural unity and to emphasize the theme of the play. 

These pervading images of sickness, cosmic disorder, and 

time strengthen the despoiled-Eden motif and the view of 

Richard as the incompetent gardener. 

Of the three image patterns, the idea of England as 

a kingdom beset by ill health and Richard as her royal 

physician is the most prevalent and does the most to 

support the Eden as well as the gardener r.totifs in the 

play. Throughout all five acts, this health imagery coin

cides almost exactly with . the plant and gardening images. 

In the first scene of the drama, the illusory impression 

of Richard as an able physician attempting to bi~d his 

countrymen's disputes parallels the false view of Richard 

as the capable gardener who carefully tends the needs of 

his growing flowers. Richard urges Bolingbroke and Norfolk 

to 



... purge this choler without letting blood; 

This we prescribe ... , 

Deep malice makes too deep incision; 

Forget, forgive; conclude and be agreed; 

Our doctors say this is no month to bleed. 

(I, i, 153-157) 

This false vision of Richard as the skillful healer is 

shattered when he wishes for the quick death of his uncle 
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John of Gaunt so that he may confiscate the dying man's 

property. Richard calls upon God to put it "in the physician's 

mind/ To help him [Gaunt] to his grave immediately" (I, iii, 

59-60). We must remember that it is Richard's harsh accu-

sations which actually hasten the death of Gaunt. Richard has, 

in effect, taken the role of evil physician and gardener 

on himself. The revelation of the king as an incompetent 

doctor occurs at the same time as his disclosure as a 

negligent gardener, and both views of Richard continue 

throughout the remainder of the play. The often-quoted 

phrase, "Physician heal thyself," is certainly applicable 

in Richard's case. In connection with this warning, we 

can recall the Duke of York's reference to Richard's ears 

being stopped with flattering sounds. We can hardly 

expect the king to heal his country's wounds when he is 

suffering from what proves to be a fatal illness. Gaunt 

warns Richard against submitting "thy anointed body to 

the cure/ Of those physicians that first wounded thee" 



(II, i, 99-100). These physicians Gaunt refers to are the 

same counselors Bushy, Bagot, and Green, whom Bolingbroke 

describes as the caterpillars of the kingdom. These new 

serve the same purpose within the health imagery as they 

do within the gardening imagery. In both instances, the 

king's counselors are responsible for turning the king 

against his loyal lords and for indulging his vanities 

for their own personal rewards. 

The association of Richard the physician with Richard 

the gardener makes possible the comparison between England 

as a victim of a negligent physician and England as a 

despoiled garden brought to ruin by a derelict gardener. 

York speaks of England's "sick hour," and Gaunt likens 

the kingdom to his death bed. These descriptions match 
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those of England as a garden full of weeds, with her "fruit

trees all unprun'd" and her "fairest flowers chok'd up." 

Both images support each other to the extent that it is 

difficult to separate the two. The cause lies in Shakespeare's 

adept use of the destructive elements in nature to depict 

those similar elements which attack and destroy the human 

body. The end result is the same, whether we view England 

as a diseased body or as an arid garden. 

The many references to cosmic disorder throughout the 

play attest to the political ills represented by the two 

image patterns discussed above. The withered bay trees, 



meteors, and "the pale fac'd moon that looks bloody on 

the earth" (II, iv, 10) foreshadow the "Disorder, horror 

and fear" which await England at Richard's hands and which 
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.will continue when Bolingbroke is king. These descriptions 

of ghastly natural disasters would, no doubt, have delighted 

and, at the same time, frightened the superstitious Eliza

bethans, but Shakespeare's main objective in including 

them in the play goes deeper than mere theater dramatics. 

The images bring about an increased awareness of the disas

trous effects Richard's misrule is having on his country, 

and the fact that the images are suggestive of death and 

destruction definitely reinforces the vision of England 

as a decayed garden. 

The time imagery in the play reflects Richard's 

attitude toward his kingship and helps to separate the 

able gardener Bolingbroke from his incompetent cousin. 

Time, an important consideration for any able gardener, 

has been misused by Richar~ and the resulting effects are 

seen in the loss of his garden to one who takes advantage 

of the appropriate times for planting and cultivation. 

Henry is a man of opportunity, who does not hesitate over 

the possible consequences of his acts. Richard, ~n the 

other hand, is not a practical king. His view of the 

monarchy is distinctly medieval in its dependence on the 

devine right theory. Richard believes that he may do as 
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he wishes, because he believes his position to be inviolate. 

Only after he loses his crown to Bolingbroke does Richard 

realize that he has been a victim of his own foolishness. 

Time is obviously against the king througho~t the play as 

evidenced in Act III, scene ii when Richard learns that 

his troops have deserted him just one day before his return 

to England. The Earl of Salisbury tells the king that his 

late arrival "Hath clouded all thy happy days on earth" 

(III, ii, 69). If Richard could only "bid time return," 

he would have "twelve thousand fighting men" to defend 

his crown against Bolingbroke, and the king is forced to 

acknowledge that time "hath set a blot upon my pride" 

(III, ii, 81). 

In Act V, scene v, Richard fully realizes how he has 

misused his days as king and, by doing so, become a victim 

of wasted time: 

I wasted time, and now doth time waste me; 

For now hath time made me his numb'ring clock: 

My thoughts are minutes; .... 

Now, sir, the sound that tells what hour it is 

Are clamorous groans, which strike upon my heart, 

Which is the bell; so sighs and tears and groans 

Show minutes, times, and hours: but my time 

Runs posting on in Bolingbroke's proud joy, 

While I stand fooling here, his Jack of the clock. 
(.V , v , 4 9-6 9 ) 

Unfortunately, Richard's newly-discovered insight comes too 

late to save his crown or his garden kingdom. Richard 
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cannot repair the damage he has done to his realm any more 

than the unwise gardener can revive the flowers lost through 

his own negligence. 

In Richard II, Shakespeare has successfully utilized 

gardening and plant imagery in combination with the comple

mentary images of sickness, cosmic disorder, and wasted 

time. The poet's images appear natural and carefully con

trolled, and the end result is a unified and dramatic 

account of the loss of order in the garden-kingdom at 

the hands of the remiss gardener-king. 



CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSION 

Richard II has two primary distinctions in regard to 

its part in Shakespeare's history cycle. It is, chrono

logically, the first of the plays, and it establishes the 

dramatic motivation and tone for the rest of the series. 

The eight plays cover a century of English history marked 

by internal political crises and conflicts, which begin 

with Richard's deposition and which do not end until the 

ascension of Henry Tudor in 1485. 

Even though civil war had been replaced by peace and 

prosperity in sixteenth-century England, the Elizabethan 

people were conscious of the parallels to be drawn between 

the events of the past and their own religious and philo-

sophical disunity. In their search for order and harmony, 

the Elizabethans were governed by their conception of world 

order, which influenced every aspect of Renaissance life and 

thought. It is probable that a man so finely attuned to 

the spirit of his time as Shakespeare was would be aware of 

the importance of the Doctrine of Natural Order and would 

be quick to capitalize on the lessons to be learned from 
' 

those occasions in the past when disorder prevailed and 

plunged the commonwealth into bitter and destructive civil 

war. 
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Inseparable from this sense of order was awareness of 

and concern about developments in various fields which both 

· e.nriched and complicated life in sixteenth-century England. 

Although prevailing concepts of gardening and curiosity 

aroused by a constantly-growing number of plants and herbs 

focused attention upon how best to utilize new information, 

having well-ordered gardens was of concern to almost every

one. So was a desire to sound and capitalize upon the 

"virtues" of the staggering variety provided by nature. 

Moreover, new scientific theories induced traditional 

thinkers to wonder whether increased reliance upon what 
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could be learned by observations of nature might distract 

attention from intuitive trust in God, the revealer of secret 

"virtues'' and the eternal symbol of order. This tension 

resulted in a precarious balance which, if maintained, 

could further healthful conditions for both the individual 

and his society. Always present, however, was awareness 

that imbalance could produce ill health for either or both 

the individual and society and thus make painful remedial 

actions inevitable. Knowledge of this milieu. is essential 

for one who probes the thought of Richard II and the series 

of chronicle history plays that it initiates. 

In Richard II, Richard is a weak monarch, who fails 

to maintain order in his state and who is successfully 

challenged by his cousin, Henry Bolingbroke. The result 



is a commonwealth beset by disorder and disease. Shake

speare employs extensive gardening and plant imagery to 

portray the disordered kingdom as a mismanaged garden, 

fluctuating between periods of growth and decay. Richard 

is presented as the inept gardener, who loses his garden

paradise through neglect, and Henry IV, who would assume 

the role of gardener-king, finds his own rule blighted by 

his role in Richard's usurpation and subsequent murder. 

The continuation of the turmoil instigated by Richard's 

carelessness is foreshadowed by the prophecies and refer

ences to cosmic disorder which appear throughout the play. 

These ill-omens reflect the breakdown in the natural order

ing of affairs, which will continue throughout the rest of 

the plays in the cycle. Only with the ascension of Henry 

VII will England be restored to its natural state of 

health and productivity under the leadership of the true 

gardener-king. 
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